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  Prologue- Alien Ant Farm


  Friday, Day 21


  Kayle Jai had grown to love her imprisonment over the last several weeks. One, although she was a handful centimeters tall now, and living in a monster-infested doll’s house, she had overcome many of the challenges and carved out a little piece of it for herself. Right now she was just finishing off a minor demon, which was writhing on the floor and disincorporating into a mass of wiggling, ropy, oily tentacles. She’d silenced it, so it couldn’t levy a death curse on her for crazy amounts of damage.


  She didn’t touch the reward cards that poofed into existence and fluttered to the ground, or simply appeared at her feet. These would only be rares or double rares, with the occasional uncommon, and they were next to useless to her regardless, but she had an important second reason for not picking them up.


  The enormous eye of Tellek outside.


  “I would stab you,” she said.


  “But I’ll add another shit demon?” he asked.


  She rolled her eyes.


  Instead of touching the reward cards, she went and got the broom she’d constructed out of random dungeon debris and swept them out of the small room with the stone bed, and pushed them into the pile. She had no need of coins (or gems, for that matter). And although she would’ve really enjoyed some of the item cards, she wasn’t about to pick any of them up. Tellek’s rage at her grabbing an item had cost her thirty-six hours of continuous, uninterrupted battling, so that wasn’t a mistake she was going to make again.


  The music started up as soon as she dodged her way into the room, avoiding the stone that attempted to crush her. This shut the rest of the doll’s house out, giving her a rest from the waves of tiny creatures Tellek sent after her.


  This wasn’t exactly what one would call a doll’s house… Kayle knew that much without ever having visited earth. This was more like a version you might give to a particularly violent young boy, a doll’s dungeon. Something they would call a play set here on earth. It was a miniature dungeon, actually, like an ant farm, with lots of rooms and even more layers heading down, and down, and down. One side was rendered transparent so Tellek could, like a child, watch her go.


  She had chosen this room on the third level down because of the huge slab of stone that nearly flattened her on entering it. It clapped down over the door and stopped other creatures from entering. From there, she merely needed to wedge the door closed using one of the many chitinous plates she’d accrued killing off monsters, or the tusks of other monsters, or even just wads of gross ancient fabric off the undead monsters. Most of the monsters didn’t have any reason to push a huge stone slab aside, and most of the smart ones couldn’t manage to move it. So she could safely get a few hours of shuteye without being bothered. Although she had largely transcended the need for sleep, it still felt good and was useful in boosting her mana and stamina regeneration.


  It also infuriated Tellek.


  The loveliest part about all this was that she was busy gaining experience for her kills. Her Fierce was only halfway toward its next level, but that was a far faster progression than she normally saw.


  “Are you ready to give in?” Tellek asked.


  Burn resources, she thought. Go on. He could compel her to speak, though he could no longer compel truth out of her, because that was a spell too intricate for him and he’d gone through his single use without gaining anything pertinent or worthwhile out of her. This gave her a measure of grim satisfaction.


  He started cursing at her. They were in a sort of extra-dimensional shelter, and that told her quite a lot. The roiling aether, the fluid buffering the space between realities, surged and flowed outside. It was most often pinkish in color, though she knew the mere fact that she could see it was a result of a filtering. Nobody could look on the aether between realities with their naked senses and survive.


  “You will tell me what changes you made to the conversion,” he said.


  Tellek was just as much a captive as she was.


  “Actually I will not.”


  He lashed her with pain. It gave her Tough experience, and experience with Grit. She suffered through it and slowly regenerated. It was one of the delightful gifts that came with being a somewhat ascended being. He had the choice between dealing her damage and making her stronger, or killing her and never receiving any of the answers he wanted.


  “If you want to talk about the indoctrination to the Esotericum you received all your life, we can talk,” she suggested lightly.


  “The Esotericum is advancing the perfection of enlightened society, and safety from all threats both large and small across the multiverse,” he said. It sounded exactly like what they wrote in their pamphlets.


  “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you over the sound of you choking on the Esotericum’s cock that’s wedged down your throat.”


  “You cunt,” he snarled. “You’ll tell me what you did or you’ll rot here.”


  “Oh no, please, don’t leave me all alone here,” she said, deadpan, wearing a wicked smile. “Who knows what sort of mischief I’ll get up to when I’m not being watched?”


  He swore again.


  She began undressing, again, for the twenty-first time. She started with the slinky dress she had on. She could really manifest any clothing she wanted with a little mana, as could he, so naturally she chose something form-fitting and sexy, alluring without being obscene, which showed off just enough cleavage to get most men to stare, and bared just enough thigh to get most men confused on where to look. She was forced to wriggle out of the dress, moving her hips from side to side in a way she knew that made him uncomfortable. The high heels she left on, along with the garters and garter belt, but next went the corset. It hefted her breasts unnecessarily, and cinched her waist down to uncomfortable thinness.


  “You don’t need to do that,” he said. “You’re only doing this to rile me up.”


  The corset took a long time to un-cinch, but finally she lifted it over her head and exposed herself to him, again. He rolled his eyes.


  “I don’t know why you insist on doing this. I’m a wizard of the Esotericum. I no longer have any desires for flesh.”


  She stretched and turned, giving him a full view of the t-back and her entire butt cheeks, framed by the garters, which rose almost up onto her butt. Then she slid the panties down her thighs, being extra careful to bend at the waist and show off exactly what she was playing with.


  “Ugh,” he said, but didn’t turn away.


  Well, she’d been here before. She fell to her knees, backed herself up against the force wall of magic separating her tiny form and the rest of the room. Then she slipped her hand over her sex and began to slowly rotate all her fingers in a circle.


  Now he turned away. She could just glimpse it in the reflection of the broken shard of kite shield she had left from the death knight he’d sent after her a few days ago.


  In that moment, she employed telekinesis and tugged one of the cards from the pile she’d just swept up across the floor of the next room over, slipped it past the bit of carapace wedging the stone slab closed, and into her hand, where it disappeared. Telekinesis was a spell she knew without needing a focus, such as a card, but using it like this required far more mana and far more concentration than simply bringing up a card, activating it, and feeding mana into it.


  Deck Erector. She’d been waiting for this one and had nearly given away her excitement when she’d seen it earlier. Two weeks of escalating monster difficulty and she hadn’t yet destroyed a creature high enough level to grant this one… until today.


  She continued to work herself against the glass. Mostly to spite Tellek, though some part of her enjoyed doing this anyway. She had transcended the need for sex and stimulation, but her mind rather enjoyed having this time and really enjoyed both the orgasms and the chance to stick it to her enemy.


  She’d killed seven of his buddies in one fell swoop, but that hadn’t won her the battle. Now she just needed to hold on a while longer. Fellow Esotericum lickspittles, if you didn’t like the term ‘buddies.’ This card, despite its immature name, would generate more cards. Slowly at first, the wrong cards at first, but eventually she would weed out the cards she didn’t need. Over time it would reproduce cards she could use, and she would meld them together into higher rarity versions of themselves. She’d been working at the secret rare and mythic tier for so long that this would surely be an excellent test of her patience.


  “You know what?” She said, while circling her clit and pressing a finger from her other hand into her pussy. “I think I am ready to talk.”


  “You’re disgusting. You and all your kind,” he said. He was pacing, not watching her closely. “Go on, sate your physical desires like the animal you are. Then we can talk.”


  “I won’t want to talk later,” she said, in the midst of a moan. “I only talk when I’m loosened up like this.”


  “Pathetic,” he muttered, and left her to her devices.


  After giving herself a bit of the satisfaction she both wanted and felt she deserved, Kayle laid back on the cold stone ‘bed’ she’d fashioned for herself out of another of the stone slab and closed her eyes. When she awoke for the next wave of monsters in a few hours, she would already have 3-4 cards generated in her inventory. She was hopeful that one of them would be a Caster specific card, and perhaps uncommon or better.


  A few minutes later, she began to snore softly.


  

   
  




  1- Inquiries Into The Forbidden Topic


  Friday, Day 21


  Ash headed back through the cobbled streets dripping with torrential rain, trying to avoid puddles but not having much luck. This was especially egregious considering how far he’d advanced both his Lucky stat and his Diamonds skill, which the user interface explained was the skill equivalent of luck. Both were really high, high enough to mess with his ability to raise them any higher or risk getting the others caught up in much higher challenges than they could handle.


  “That was the most disgusting, awful, most atrocious, most horrible—”


  “Ashley?” he said quietly, and received a sharp, terrified look.


  Yes, they were both covered practically head to toe in shit. No, they hadn’t had a bath in three days. Yes, it was itchy and uncomfortable and awful, and no, they hadn’t brought anything that would both magically cleanse themselves or their clothes, or at least make the stink go away. Most importantly, no, there was nothing they could do about it. 


  In response to his single word, his girlfriend of several years latched onto his arm and nearly climbed him like a tree. That was silly, given she was now as tall as him, and it didn’t do anything to help the revolting feeling of the carrion crawler lair.


  “I don’t see why we couldn’t we get the sweet smelling flower dungeon encounter,” she muttered. “You and Evie got the mining ore challenge, easy as… and now it’s raining. It’s like the universe wants you to break up with me.”


  “Babe?” he said, even more quietly, but her mouth snapped shut.


  For about thirty seconds anyway.


  “Whaaaaat?” she whined. “I can complain, right? I’m allowed to. This is yucky. Even Evie would complain about this. Or Mizu. Mizu would complain about this and she doesn’t complain about anything ever.”


  She’d been doing nothing but complain, which was the problem. When they’d gotten the dungeon together she hadn’t wanted to go down because it was dirty and smelly, and when they’d been forced to sleep down there, she hadn’t wanted to because of the uncomfortable spot at the Save Point. Thankfully they’d had a nice little romp in the healing pool before settling in for a fitful night’s sleep, with Ashley reveling in the privacy and having him all to herself. That was the only spot of enjoyment they’d had in the last thirty-six hours.


  As for the dungeon itself, it was a literal shit farm. Bats shitting on the ground, goblins raking the guano to their farms, growing the biggest mushrooms he’d seen, the carrion crawlers they’d harnessed to do the work of tilling their underground fields, and worst, the goblins with the gadgets trying to kill them.


  They hadn’t even needed to kill the whole society of the little green bastards, but their security psychos had come after the adventuring couple. They’d been sprayed with concentrated piss and bat guano, then sicced the carrion crawlers on them. They’d been forced into a fighting retreat to a nice choke point, until it became clear the gigantic bugs could—and would—crawl on the ceilings to get at them.


  Ashley, being an orc, had gone into an absolute fit after killing off the bugs, and followed this up killing off the security shit sprayers to a shit spraying man. She hadn’t stopped there, but followed this up by burning down the first farmhouse she came to, then laying waste to all the farmers that came to try to save their home.


  Ash hadn’t had the heart to stop her, but at least hadn’t participated.


  When they’d finished the mission—when was it, a couple of weeks ago?—he’d gotten a bunch of Good points for saving all the civilians out of Nova Corridor world, then keeping them fed while Zirennia and Evie rebuilt the ship. He’d gotten even more Good points then, which pushed him into Reputation reward territory.


  And that, as it turned out, was very good. Reputation could be spent, and the results were… awesome. Not down here in the fetid, stinking dungeon where all the goblins hated them, but back up in town, Reputation was great.


  Unfortunately none of the reward cards were any good for his class, or rather, they were too low rarity. These Random Encounters gave him all sorts of cards that weren’t for his class. Rogue cards, ranger cards, paladin cards, you name it. On top of that, he was getting low coins, uncut and unpolished gemstones of various different varieties. So far he’d seen rubies, emeralds, sapphires, aquamarines, topaz, and a surprising number of opals. A few potion cards were always handy to have in your inventory, but these were common and wouldn’t really heal him, his mana pool or his stamina pool much. He’d gotten another Rain of Frogs, a summon which was as gross as it was hilarious. That one lived in his deck right now but was being taken out very soon because it was disgusting to pelt your enemies with frogs that died on impact. He had used it in this dungeon to get some of the carrion crawlers to go after their goblin masters, but he wasn’t a big fan of splashing the place with frog blood for very little damage and no additional effects.


  Curiously, he hadn’t gotten any race-specific cards, like orc, drow, nellwyn or any of the other locked races like avian, naiadic, sylphaen, that sort of thing. He was beginning to wonder how one got race-specific special ability cards, or if they only manifested at class level up.


  He’d only gotten a Telekinetic Hand for his Sorcerer class, though it was unclassed as a Caster card. It wasn’t useful because he’d been forced to copy the higher rarity Telekinesis over and over again.


  Right now, he was overstocked on cards, and when he leveled to Journeyman, he would probably be allowed to redo his deck without having to spend 10,000 coins he didn’t have at a shop he didn’t trust. His deck had 18 cards in it, too many by his estimate. He flipped the deck window open and looked it over, knowing he was going to be replacing a lot of these very soon.


  Current action deck:


  Sorcerer: Hareminatrix (rr), Boiling Blood (r) x2, Dragon’s Blood (r),  Fireball (r), Tsunami (r), Elemental Blast (u)


  Caster: Telekinesis (r), Improved Telekinesis (rr), Force Missiles (u) x2, Rejuvenating Aura (u), Dispel (u),  Rain of toads (c)


  Drow Elf: Mana Surge (u) x2, Enchanted Arrow (c)


  Orc: None


  He was planning to combine Force Missiles when deck alteration time game, and Mana Surge. He was hoping to ditch or combine Enchanted Arrow and Rain of Frogs, and get another Elemental Blast so he could have another copy of Fireball, or branch out to one of the other rare elemental attack spells. Chain Lightning maybe. That usually worked best in video games when you had a bunch of enemies and you wanted to damage all of them. Lightning also generally had stun, and when he selected lightning for his Elemental Blast he sometimes got that effect.


  Two double rare cards, balanced out by two commons. Six uncommon and six rare. It didn’t seem so bad, but he wanted to push farther, and it looked like he was going to face that push very soon. He’d been lolly-gagging around, trying to level the rest of them, and his time was almost up.


  While Ashley kept defending herself, he tuned out and had a look at his character sheet.


  Ash Phoenix


  Half-orc Half-drow, male


  Sorcerer Amateur level 5


  Good: 26/50


  Reputation: 2


  Attributes:


  Attuned- (Journeyman level 6)


  Charming- (Journeyman level 6)


  Clever- (Journeyman level 6)


  Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)


  Lucky- (Journeyman level 5)


  Quick- (Journeyman level 5)


  Sly- (Journeyman level 5)


  Tough- (Journeyman level 7)


  Skills:


  Arcana (Journeyman level 5)


  Cups (Journeyman level 3)


  Coins (Journeyman level 3)


  Staves (Journeyman level 7)


  Swords (Journeyman level 3)


  Wands (Journeyman level 7)


  Diamonds (Journeyman level 7)


  Spades (Journeyman level 5)


  Hearts (Journeyman level 7)


  Clubs (Journeyman level 3)


  Free points: none


  Free xp: 83,900


  He’d spent the vast majority of his xp throughout the last several weeks (of getting laid) on leveling up all his skills, and his attributes, then his skills more, then his attributes more. He wasn’t sure which were more important, though it was usually plain which skill would be used in any given check, and less easy to define which attribute. It seemed more and more like the hierarchy for determining difficulty ratings of challenges went one, class, two, attributes, and three, skills. Which made him ready to pull the trigger on Diamonds, so he could equip whatever Hareminatrix evolved into when he cloned and melded it.


  Expanding the view, he could see how many xp he had to go before leveling his class, his attributes, and his skills. He frowned, seeing that his class, Sorcerer, was now only 100 xp from the next level.


  And next was Journeyman tier.


  He’d been careful about not doing any of the heavy lifting on these away missions, specifically telling the ladies they were leveling themselves and he was only there for moral (and sexual) support. Fighting support was an absolute last resort. Well, Ashley had needed it. And now, when he leveled from Amateur 5 to Journeyman 1, the Random Encounters they came across were going to include Expert level threats far more often. Meaning a lot of things, but first and foremost, that these away missions were going to become potentially far more dangerous.


  “Shit,” he said.


  Ashley’s trap slammed shut, and he saw in her eyes the primal terror of being left alone in the city when he decided to leave. Their relationship had been… complicated, before the apocalypse just a few weeks ago. She’d been neglectful, distant, borderline abusive, but at the same time so sexually permissive and demanding that he had stayed. Also, she made more money than him—had made more money before the apocalypse—and while she spent most of his, they had enough as a couple to go clubbing, go to parties with her snobby friends, or go out to nice dinners on her dime, after his paychecks were spent.


  And whenever she got even a little tipsy, the result was a fantastic, fury-fueled fuckfest. The hangovers from these were almost greater than any aftereffects from the alcohol, and thus, they didn’t break up.


  “What is it?” she asked carefully.


  “I’m on the cusp of leveling to Journeyman as a Sorcerer.”


  “Oh.” Her tone was one of pure relief.


  “Do you want to talk about the other thing?” he asked lightly.


  “What other thing? There’s no other thing.”


  Good grief, was there no being serious with this girl? They had successfully avoided relationship talks for over two and a half years as a couple.


  Money? Sure she could talk money; she had more than him, and some in the bank. The future? Sure, she could talk all about how she wanted to go hiking down in Patagonia or across the Sierra Del Madre maybe, or do a tour around Istanbul. Though she really wanted to go back to the Netherlands, the place where her ancestors were from, though she needed to learn at least a smidgen of Dutch so she wouldn’t feel like a complete tool. He real reasons were probably to go get super high and have crazy sex sessions with strangers in clubs. So when she said ‘I’d like to reconnect with my ancestral homeland, and, you know, have a little fun’ the ‘little fun’ part was possibly to have a gangbang. He could never be sure with her…


  Until now, when the tables had turned. They’d turned so fast and so much that they’d practically helicoptered up into the sky and out of sight.


  They rounded the corner and the city finally came into view through the curtain of driving rain: a large collection of buildings atop a steep hill, all floating on some purple and orange crystalline devices. The walls and guard towers also had floaty bits, with the guard towers slowly circling the walls. There the Wind Runner was getting some of her last repairs, after they’d limped into town.


  Talks about the future also included retirement accounts (she had some investments going and was putting money aside, while he continued to spend every cent he made on her), and eventually getting a house so they could get a dog. Talks about their future, however, never started. He always assumed she would meet some dream guy with an office job who also had a six pack and a ten inch cock, and he would be left in her wake.


  Screeeeeeetch went the turntables. The apocalypse had changed all that.


  Almost all that. She still couldn’t stomach the idea of talking about their relationship status. It was almost enough to make him laugh. After all, he knew their relationship status intimately, based solely on the system quantifying it at 95 points. At one point it had been up to 99, though her faith in him had dipped a little several times, each time rising again. They’d been Intimate Friends since three weeks ago. It was strange to have her number hover there. He hadn’t been able to get any of the other ladies that high, though he barely knew them. On the other hand, their status with him skyrocketed up above 50, which was the minimum for Intimate Friends.


  They turned in away from the center of the street and got under an eve to wait for a covered wagon to pass by, the huge beasts out front sodden and looking miserable, but still plodding on regardless.


  “Oh! I can’t wait to take a bath,” she said, and released her hold on him, but still clung to his hand in both of hers.


  “Great,” he said.


  “You, uh… want me to give you a sponge bath? And a massage? We could… we could have some time with Evie if you want. Or um, have Heather watch.”


  “Sure.”


  The way her eyes lit up, it was like she’d just been told she was getting a Ferarri for her birthday, and in that Ferarri was Ryan Reynolds, on loan from his wife for 24 hours. Full permission and everything. It would’ve been cute if her desperation to remain part of the team wasn’t so nakedly obvious.


  “Babe?” He asked.


  “Yeah?”


  “Why can’t we get above 99?”


  She started to say ‘what’ but the realization hit her, and the terror on her face returned full force.


  “I can’t,” she told him.


  “You can’t… talk to me about this?”


  “I don’t know…” she said. Then after another few moments of walking between buildings and their outstretched eves, she turned. “I don’t know why. I just… can we… can I tell you in the bath?”


  “Tell me when you’re ready,” he said.


  “Oh, uh… okay.”


  “I just hope ready can come soon, you know?”


  “Me too,” she said, voice thick with relief. Like he’d just stamped a paper with a stay of execution. Good gravy, was she really so terrified of what was going on between them?


  He reminded himself that he really was having sex with five different women on the regular, with the occasional foray into the local fauna. He had, in fact, been having sex more than once a day for the last twenty days, and sometimes more than twice a day when Ashley was involved, along with Ash doing violence. Why, just a few hours ago she’d massacred a whole town full of people, then—dripping the blood of dozens of goblins—immediately demanded he get all up in her and paint her inner walls white. The intensity of her gaze then had brooked no discussion.


  They entered the tavern and shook off the worst of the downpour onto the huge straw mat, the huge enchanted straw mat, which immediately dried. She locked eyes with the tavern keeper and nodded, pointing, giving him the signal for a bath. Then, holding his hand in both hers like he was about to be sucked away by the whims of a nasty story, Ashley practically dragged him up the steps.


  

   
  




  2- Ash Has Waffles And A Serious Discussion


  Friday, Day 21


  Magic did wonders. By the time they trudged up the stairs, magic had a bath ready in the room they’d rented. Also the room itself had been completely converted into a luxurious spa. The coins had been added to their tab, and automatically withdrawn from Ashley’s inventory when she’d signed the tavern’s room rental agreement. Although this room was luxury, it still only cost 15 coins a night, and the deluxe bath service cost 15 coins per use. Presumably the magic cost someone something.


  The room itself now featured a central spa situation, a three meter square pool you walked down steps to reach, with behemoth-sized fluffy towels and bathrobes, scented oils at the ready (for an extra, automatically-deducted price) candles already flickering out a romantic atmosphere, and somehow flower petals strewn about all over. Beyond the circular pool of water, the room now had four columns. It was even painted completely differently, a rosy pink fading to a more powdery pink as you went further up the walls. Above their heads was a painting in a Native American style, full of bold colors, geometric shapes, and abstracted totemic animals around the rim.


  While they were hundreds of coins down (Ashley had insisted on the deluxe bath service basically every day, and was only able to be talked down a few of their some sixteen or seventeen nights), they’d also headed out of town often, battled Random Encounters, and stocked up on coins.


  Coins that never went into Ash’s inventory.


  Speaking of, the user interface gave him a quick pop up. An unwelcome one, at that.


  Warning! Ray Eastman, of Ray Eastman’s Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles is unpaid for the next month, as per the sales agreement. You will face bounty hunters and the possibility of repossession should you fail to submit the monthly payment on time.


  7 days remain.


  “Asshole,” he muttered, grinning at the vaguely threatening tone. 7 days remain, ooohhhh. For whatever reason, he couldn’t get mad at Ray Eastman, the slick bastard. He’d done a hell of a job burying automated payments into the contract, and the ship itself had literally transformed to become a larger, more opulent version of itself when he’d leveled up. He’d need to come up with the money pretty soon. He didn’t begrudge Ray Eastman the tricksy contract, given the ship’s usefulness. They could fucking fly.


  At the same time, he hadn’t been adventuring. None of the reward cards that appeared when monsters were defeated or treasure hordes appeared were his to take. If he started taking them, he’d end up with experience points, and if that happened, he’d hit Journeyman.


  None of that would’ve been an issue except that Ashley, Mizu, and Netsu (more than Evie) had lagging attributes and skills. He was leagues beyond the twins in every metric. Mizu had a pretty high Quick, Fierce and Sly, while Netsu leaned towards an even higher Fierce, then Tough, and Quick coming in a close third. After that, they were barely above Beginner. Evie had, when the apocalypse hit, salvaged a number of reward cards like he had, but she’d been a bit further out, and the snow of rewards had been within her reach. That meant she had been able to equip some of the better cards right off the bat. She’d also burned through a number of consumable xp cards to boost her stats, but she, too hadn’t been able to keep pace with the experience he was getting just from the sex.


  “Master!” came the excited sound, and out bounded a golden retriever who skidded to a stop, tongue wagging. Waffles. He had no idea why he’d named the familiar Waffles, but he’d done that, and Waffles loved him for it.


  “Waffles! Hey buddy,” he said. “Come give master a big old wet kiss, why don’tcha?”


  “Master smells the worst! Master needs a bath, and desperately,” the doggo said, and turned to flee.


  Laughing, he called, “Hey! Traitor!”


  The familiar was an utter delight, and had been now for the better part of a week. He was so glad he’d finally gotten around to summoning a familiar with the card, though everyone had questioned why he didn’t choose a wise owl, an adorable river otter, or a fierce tiger.


  Simple: more than the combat bonuses, the clues to dealing with the Random Encounters, or the ability to see the entire battlefield at a glance from above, what he wanted was unconditional, freely given love.


  Except when he smelled like a sewer elemental. He straightened and poked a finger at the large X on the pop up. He didn’t need to; he could dismiss the windows with a thought, but it felt good to stab a finger in the direction of Ray Eastman, a middle finger in this case.


  “What’s that?” Ashley asked, getting behind him and removing his clothes. The only nice thing about doing these Random Encounters in bad weather like this was the inventory function, which allowed him to keep basically everything clean and dry… somewhere. Wherever his inventory items landed.


  “I need to make a payment to the sky ship guy. I’m tempted not to.”


  “We have coins,” she said, and skimmed his filthy pants down. He stepped out of them, leaving a hideous footprint, and she wrinkled her nose at the stench. Really he didn’t feel comfortable letting her serve him like this; it felt too close to having a slave. On the other hand, she had spent about two years ordering him around, slapping him around at times, and forcing him to do various things. Those things were usually incredibly pleasurable, but the key word there was usually.


  “You spend a lot of coin,” he remarked. More than she brought in. She was getting back to her comfort level in this new world. Maybe her acting more servile and submissive was a step in the right direction.


  “I know, I know,” she said, removing his shirt, and followed up with his socks. “We need to get back on the ship. I’m better when we’re out of town. Though maybe you could upgrade the ship again? I’d give you all the money if you did that.”


  Ashley’s green skin was caked with blood, mud and less savory things, and she arched an eyebrow at him, gesturing toward the special scented oils that cost even more money. When she made her way down the steps and into the expansive pool, she waggled her ass at him and began to glow, both with happiness and literal cleansing magic. Those big round butt cheeks once more hypnotized him, begging him to follow, kiss, lick, and get his pleasure stick as far as could be inside her.


  “Hey do you sexy people need com—” Evie got that far before gagging and turning to flee.


  Ash chuckled. “I guess not.” Then he entered the pool and felt the heat and soap begin to cleanse the filth and grime off him. He settled into Ashley’s arms and let her do her thing.


  Ashley surprised him nowadays with her timidity and tenderness, which flipped often into bouts of homicidal rage and overwhelming lust whenever bloodshed was involved. This was mostly down to her being an orc. When he chose his new race after dying the last time, it was a balance: cold, dispassionate drow elf mixed with fiery raging orc. These didn’t clash, thankfully, but instead seemed to cancel one another out.


  She went overboard cleaning him, which he didn’t mind. The magic in the waters cleansed his body rapidly, but it felt nice to have her massage his scalp and ears, humming while she went, running her hands over his jaw line and down his bulging pectoral muscles, humming a tuneless melody and pressing his head into her big breasts.


  Ashley took a deep breath. “Okay. I think we can talk about the thing.”


  The moment was interrupted by Evie marching back into the room with a gas mask contraption she’d probably just cobbled together, a pair of absurdly long tongs, and a burlap sack capable of holding both their clothes.


  These she immediately tossed outside and shot with a flaming glob of magical goo from her pistol. The whole thing went whoomph in a flash of heat and light outside the window, and when Evie turned, she had a big grin on her adorable little face.


  “Coated the inside of the sack with lamp oil,” she said. “I didn’t want the rain to get it. Great fucking ball of shit, you two, was it a fart demon or something?”


  “Something like that,” he said lazily.


  “Evie, we’re—”


  “Ready to have some Evie time?” The nellwyn stripped off her clothes, exposing the rest of her dark skinned little body, along with a fiery patch of orange hair between her legs and pert little breasts. “You’ve had Ash for more than a full day, and you’ve been gone too. Evie wants to play with somebody and the twins don’t want to eat pussy.”


  “I think we triggered her evolution,” he muttered.


  Evie was busy with her hands full of his balls and shaft, beginning to squeeze and knead some life into them. “What was that?”


  “I think she evolved into sexeon,” Ashley said unhappily.


  The whole time he’d been gone with Lucy and Jezebel, or either of the twins, apparently, Evie and Ashley had just been at each other. Evie hadn’t just created a double-headed strap on dildo to use on Ashley, she’d also made tiny mechanical grabber hands that clamped onto Ashley’s huge tits, then squeezed and twisted her nipples constantly. A piston device to mount on Ashley’s backside, so not only could Evie lap at Ashley’s clit, she could fuck the orc girl in the ass at the same time. She’d crafted a mechanical version of the tentacle monster, which they scissored between each other and which pumped their pussies full while they writhed and diddled each other, or themselves. Evie had, at one point, simply attached all the things to Ashley and left to go do some shopping, coming back an hour and half later to find the poor girl insensate. She’d lost track of the orgasms and been forced to try shutting them off. When that hadn’t worked, she’d crushed the thing in her ass by flexing really hard, and crushed the nipple squeezers.


  They’d been fucking hard and loud enough to get a warning from the tavern keeper, who loved their money but couldn’t handle the shrieking at all hours of the morning.


  “There’s no stopping her,” Ash said, a lazy smile playing across his face. “We’ve created a monster.”


  “You should… nnn… feel terrible,” Evie said, in between popping the head of his cock into her mouth and sucking. This went on a while, with Ash grunting and groaning, and watching her try to fit more of his cock into her mouth, small though she was. She was deep in concentration trying to get more and more in there. Unable and gagging on his length this time, she’d wrapped her tiny hand around it and stroked him while playing with his balls. More than the pleasure of having her do it was watching her try so hard.


  “Get your little ass up here,” he said.


  “I want to find what kind of xp you can get from cumming in my mouth,” she said.


  “I’m afraid I’m fresh off a session with Ashley,” he said. He’d have to go several days without doing anything in order to bust down Evie’s throat.


  Plus he didn’t want to arch his back up and keep his junk above water. As soon as she climbed on, he slowly sank into the water, watching the water swallow her even while she grasped his cock and guided it into herself.


  “Ohhh that’s good,” she breathed.


  “Haven’t you had a dildo inside yourself the whole time we were gone?” Ashley asked.


  Evie rose and fell, getting more of him inside her, her face screwed up in concentration and a little pain. “It’s not… him. Jeez-o-petes, that’s nice.”


  It felt amazing clutched against Ashley’s pillowy soft breasts and encased in warm cleansing water, with Evie’s intense tightness clasping and dragging him up, and back down, up, and back down. He got twin handfuls of her pert breasts and twisted the nipples a bit, listening to the perfect sound of her sighs, whimpers and moans.


  “You never… finish in me,” Evie groaned.


  “Is that… what you want?” he asked.


  “Mayyyyybe.” Then she rode him for a while, until he located her clit with his thumb and began to shift herself backward and forward, rubbing against his thumb. It didn’t take long before her breathing quickened, and mumbled some more nonsense, non-swear words, and started shuddering with orgasm. Slowly, she seemed to melt down onto his chest, still twitching a little.


  “Fuuuuuuudge,” she moaned.


  “Babe?” he asked.


  “Hmm?”


  “Can you heal her if it becomes necessary?”


  “Sure thing,” she said. He could hear the rueful smile in her voice, while he placed Evie on her back at the side of the pool and laid a foot on either side of his chest. Evie moaned a little, but only a little. But once he started to push all of himself inside her, she really started to complain.


  “Oh crimanitely!” She cried. “It’s too… it’s too… ugh!”


  He pushed forward and bottomed out, fully inside her. Her ass was up off the floor and she had her hands out on the floor, fingers splayed like she could stop him, like she could get away.


  “Now,” he said. “Are you satisfied to have me all up in your guts?”


  Evie couldn’t speak, but instead just stared at him and breathed deeply, beginning to hyperventilate. He took that as a yes, and pressed in hard, drawing out completely and slamming down into her.


  “Babe?” Ashley asked from behind him, while he slammed into Evie and pushed her forward several inches like a rag doll. He wasn’t sure if she was in the middle of another long orgasm, or she had sort of fuzzed out of consciousness.


  “She’s so… fucking… tight,” he said through gritted teeth. “Heal… her.”


  “You’re poking her lungs, babe,” she said, and worked her heal spell. “Your cock’s going to come out of her mouth.”


  Another five deep strokes was all it took now to send him over the edge. With her legs up like this, Evie appeared even more vulnerable, less in charge, and all the brash arrogance and horniness were replaced with starry-eyed semi-conscious wonder. At the last second, he pulled out and unloaded onto her stomach and breasts, listening to her whining noise as he did so.


  “You don’t want to be pregnant,” he said. “Not now. Not like this.”


  Instead she scooped up some of his seed and spread it around her battered pussy, massaging her clit. As for Ash, he received another helping of xp from his prize possession, Hareminatrix.


  Congratulations! It’s a great mark of success to bed a woman more than just once, and more than just twice. One could argue it’s wise to remind the ambitious who’s really in charge. You’ve received the following rewards:


  *Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Repeat performance with this partner: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Cumshot: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card


  Total: 9,000 xp, 4 uncommon reward cards


  

   
  




  3- The Great Old One Gives the Stinkeye


  Friday, Day 21


  After a few hours of sleep later, Ash met with Mizu, Netsu, Lucifer, Jezebel, and baby Damien. Evie and Heather Zirennia, whose last name he liked a lot more than her first, were both still working on the ship repairs with the people they’d paid to do the vast majority of the work.


  Now that Lucifer had chosen to be elves, Damien had the pointed ears, the slightly strange pupils, and the clothes that appeared to be made of wool but was really quite soft to the touch.


  Jezebel was gorgeous. Simply mesmerizing to behold. She’d been beautiful before the world went tits up, but now outshone all the other women in the party, and indeed all the people of the tavern. Ashley hated that fact, and probably hated it even more now. Ashley had an attractiveness that was kind of dirty, like looking at her you somehow knew she’d blow you in a club bathroom. Jezebel had an unearthly beauty, like looking at her you knew she was the most attractive person at the party, no, the whole block… no, practically the whole city. And worse, she never flaunted it, never used it to grab what she wanted from people.


  Mizu, made completely of water, had a curious and innocent look to her, while her sister Netsu radiated both heat and disdain for practically everything around her. She was a volcashic, and was composed entirely of lava, volcanic rock, and constantly-burning fire.


  They had garnered a lot of attention coming here, though a few of the other townsfolk were dryads like Joshua trees or cacti, humans with the heads and wings of birds, jellyfish-like humanoids, and more. They encountered fewer strange races, like the sylph who had tried to imprison Ash in a magic artifact, but they’d seen a family of centaurs trot through one day. 


  Neither of the twins ate people food. Mizu literally consumed water, and it could be gross, like stagnant pond water. Netsu casually walked over to the fireplace and popped a chunk of still-burning coal into her mouth, then chewed and swallowed.


  The tavern keeper didn’t really know how to handle this, and just charged them for firewood once a week. It turned out Netsu was very cheap to feed.


  Presently, Heather Zirennia was down at the shop, supervising the repairs to the Wind Runner. She was a mixed race human with a lot of kinky orange hair, preferring to return to her natural beauty when she entered this game world.


  Down in the tavern, they no longer drew the curious glances, the stares along with the whispers, and instead were politely ignored by the people. Waffles sat next to Ash getting constant head scritches, when he wasn’t snuffling at the floor, looking for scraps. Ash particularly loved the way his tail swept a tiny snow angel in the sawdust on the tavern floor.


  “We have a problem,” Ash said, and explained the Journeyman situation. “You all should be pretty close to Amateur 5 anyway, but it’s your attributes and skills I’m worried about.”


  They each laid out their attribute levels and skill levels on a parchment they’d bought from a local supplier.


  “We have ourselves an issue,” Ash said. “Netsu is our tank, while we have a pair of light fighters, two skirmishers, in Mizu and Heather. Evie takes the role of long range support with tactical control and debuffs, while I’m rolling out DPS, and Ashley takes a support healer role. We’re skewed towards a light strike force, without the ability to take a really prolonged fight or anyone who can dish out a lot of damage in a hurry.”


  He looked toward Lucy and Jez. “You two have chosen to be Druids.”


  They nodded solemnly.


  “Druids excel in support and control magic, and have a lot of utilities. Speaking to animals, transforming into wild shape, purifying food and drink, trapping people in quicksand, that kind of delightful stuff.”


  Another series of nods.


  “I respect that, but that gives us one tank, one high damage dealer, two skirmishers, and four supporters. It’s dangerously unbalanced.”


  “It’s all about the world,” Lucifer said. “Like, we should care about what’s happening to the earth and do our part to deal with climate change, you know?”


  “You are aware that the earth has been completely remade by the thing that triggered the apocalypse, right?” he asked.


  “The entirety of California is a series of embattled alien worlds,” Jezebel protested. “If that doesn’t fuck with local weather patterns I don’t know what will.”


  Ash shook his head. “Okay, anyway, I don’t have a lot of consumable cards, but we can parcel them out if you want. I was hoping you might be agreeable to picking a card out of my special pile and have you work toward the prerequisites.”


  “I can redo my class,” Mizu said, smiling broadly, and patted his hand. “Anything for you, Ash.”


  He didn’t dare deal with the obvious issue of Mizu here in front of everyone. He noted Netsu’s flat look and was about to barge right past the offer when Evie handled the tension for him.


  “Not changing,” Evie declared, and hefted her sniper rifle up to her hip. Her pupils practically turned into hearts looking at it, and she leaned forward and kissed it.


  “Uh… thanks, Mizu. I might take you up on that,” he said. They needed another tank, and another DPS in the form of a caster, or a second healer. “I’d like Ashley to redo her class and focus almost entirely on healing.” He turned to her. “If that’s okay, babe.”


  Ashley blinked. She wasn’t used to being the focus of attention in these types of meetings. She barely knew anything about video games at all, and generally tried not to look like a clingy girlfriend while Ash took the lead.


  “Sure. Sure.” Then she bent and kissed him on the temple.


  “We hit Amateur yesterday,” Jezebel said, and squeezed her husband’s hand.


  “That’s good. I want to power level you two after you choose a different class—”


  “Oh, we’re not changing classes,” Jez said.


  “Ehh,” he said, confused. “Ohhh kay. I mean I have these badass cards—”


  “We want to wild shape into grizzly bears,” she told him.


  “And have sex,” Lucy said.


  “And wild shape into ducks,” Jez added.


  “To have sex,” Lucy repeated. “Corkscrew penis style.”


  “And wild shape into—”


  “We’re right there with you,” Ash said. “Okay then, that makes sense. It’s just we want you to pull your weight in combat and I don’t know as I have too many really good druid cards.”


  He could have sworn, at this moment, Lucy leveled a dead-eyed glare at him, but he later thought it was just his imagination. If it was there at all, it was only for an instant and then gone. But really, he couldn’t figure out why his best friend would do that anyway, so he counted it as a figment of his imagination. Lucifer had Jezebel, and the two not only had permanent amazing happiness, they had a baby to prove it.


  Ash’s concentration was broken anyway, when Zirennia burst through the door, heaving for breath.


  “We have… a serious problem,” she gasped.


  ***


  They were over at the local temple, through the still pounding rain, before a breathless Zirennia could recover the stamina to explain anything in detail. A white-robed priest met them at the entrance, where flashes of light and the sounds of warping magic were already permeating the scene. The lightning wasn’t outside, where the clouds seemed almost close enough to touch, it was inside the temple.


  “You must understand,” the lizardfolk priest said stiffly. He nearly lost his enormous, ridiculous hat with its golden holy symbol, but righted it on his scaly head. “Until three weeks ago, this was a nothing town. A tourist destination where people went skydiving. A truck stop. There was a Starbucks over there. And I had acne.”


  “Okayyyyy,” Ash said, darting glances towards the inside. He could only hear the distant shouts of dismay and roar of someone who didn’t sound like he was the roaring type.


  “Yet I know this place has been a cultural hub and place of worship for hundreds of years. Ever since the dawning of the fourth age and the rise of Falnache. When armies were raised to drive the mad lich king out, and thousands of adventurers scoured the lands in search of the Last Phylactery.”


  “I don’t know what that means or how it’s relevant.” Yet, in a way, he did. In the background, Arcana gave him a notification as it paired with Lucky for a check. The knowledge seemed to come from memory, which both fascinated and horrified him.


  The mad lich king had been called Falnache, and had spent all hundred of his years toiling over the secrets to immortality while his kingdom starved, fell into ruin, and became the breeding ground for mercenary bands, pirates, warlords, and the target of aggression neighboring kingdoms. And when Falnache died, and was reborn in undeath, he swept across the lands and destroyed all who dared to nibble away his rightful kingdom.


  “And neither do I, my son, neither do I,” the robed priest said, eyes wide. “Until three weeks ago, when warp and weft of the universe upset the balance and pricked He Who Slumbers in His sleeping form, daring the Great Old One to toss and turn and begin to dream. I was just a shift manager.”


  “You’re not making any sense. We should head in and—”


  The priest grabbed his shirt. “No one must be allowed to rouse He Who Slumbers. In the first age the gods quailed before Him, thousands of years past. And yet… his cultists defile the temple within. The cultists of the Great Old One never die. They rise. And they rise again, and each time they rise again, they return stronger.”


  “This feels like a whole lot of exposition we don’t really need,” Lucifer said, and pushed past the lizard priest, upsetting his ridiculous hat. That seemed the trigger to get all of them moving, though Ash was


  “They rise again!” the priest rasped at them, still clutching at Ash’s shirt, but he was moving to get in there. His ‘our party is lopsided’ speech hadn’t produced any result out of Lucifer or his wife, which he hadn’t really expected. Their unwillingness to change was a new hurdle.


  Combat had already been joined when he dragged the lizardfolk priest inside.


  He recognized the hulking form of the two people who’d accompanied Throdric on his suicide quest to kill Ash and led to the ship crashing. When last he’d seen, they were being held down by Zirennia and Netsu, convulsing with the invasion of the crystal and metallic structures through their bodies. They’d looked wretched, with crystal spines piercing into their collarbones and up through their jaws and into their mouths, but purple alien Evie had clipped those off with tools and medic Ashley had applied nano healing agents.


  They hadn’t participated in the battle, and looked to be fully in thrall to Throdric and the Assmilators, so it seemed cruel to just execute them out of hand. He hadn’t gotten their names, because Evie and Ashley had been concentrating on removing the last of the Assimilator taint from their bodies.


  Clearly they’d missed something, before the ship crossed over from Nova Corridor game environment and back to Spellcraft. Or there hadn’t been time. And the Assimilator infection changed… into this.


  The first name Ash had never learned was Darren, who now had black veins, completely oily black eyes, and a tarry substance oozing from his mouth. It coated all of his teeth, and not a millimeter of white could be seen.


  Except for his skin, which was paper white and laced with blackened veins.


  It got worse: the female who’d been traveling with Throdric, Rachel, was also infected with whatever this was, though the results were drastically different. She had become flush with life and vitality, and what Ash remembered of her looks had been utterly transformed. Cheekbones were higher, eyes big and shining, breasts bouncier, thighs juicier, and now she sported a pair of tiny black wings out of her back. He noticed a prehensile tail, also a similar oily black, sprouting from just above the crack of her ass.


  And he could see all of her: she was completely naked, though that oily substance leaking from all of Darren’s face holes had given her a pair of thigh high boots with stiletto heels, a flimsy shifting corset that didn’t cover her breasts, and fishnet gloves covering her from finger to elbow. Nope, nope, that wasn’t all. As she turned to behold the adventuring party, he saw the twin horns poking up from her brown hair.


  She was presently just getting ready to fuck one of the other clerics of the temple, by the looks of it. The man, an avian with the head of a sparrow and enormous brown wings, was in a daze and removing his robes.


  “They rise!” The lizardfolk Cleric cried out. “Like Falnache they rise again.”


  Although the male tried to get his teeth into Ash’s friends and his girlfriends, they backed off and began unleashing their combat skills on him. Evie stuck one of his feet to the floor, although soon the black ooze ripped the green goop free and let him charge Lucifer and Jezebel. Ashley used the dark ray on him, but that only seemed to make the oily black stuff gush out of his face even more. Mizu though did her thing, sliding around the oozing kid and cutting him to ribbons with twin short swords. Heather joined her a second later, chopping at his arm and managing to sever one completely at the elbow. It fell to the temple floor with a sickening slap. He didn’t last long before Netsu crashed her war hammer into the side of his head and he collapsed on the floor, unmoving.


  The other clerics, who weren’t lizard folks or getting naked for the evil succubus girl, started shrieking about defiling the temple and how this was bad, very bad. 


  “They rise again!” The Cleric screamed.


  “Someone shut him up,” Netsu called back, and advanced towards Rachel, the succubus.


  The brunette held up two hands in surrender. “Wait! Don’t!”


  In that fraction of a moment, Ash felt the pressure of her seduction or her magic aura. It was called Lust of the Initiate, and his Clubs (Tough) check passed, meaning he was able to turn aside the effects.


  The twins didn’t listen, but instead went after the girl with everything they had. Every hit she took failed to bleed anything but more of that black ichor. That tarry substance went flying this way and that.


  “Netsu! Mizu! Back off!” Ash called, with his Arcana (Clever) success and the Staves (Clever) success that followed.


  They didn’t.


  Everywhere the black blood touched, the stain seeped into the marble flooring of the temple, the elaborately woven rugs, the tapestries, and the young Cleric who lay propped on his elbows, staring at the developments. He was sprayed with the black stuff as well, and dribbles got into his robes, where they didn’t just sit or seep into the material, they spread, and not slowly either.


  The first one they’d killed, the male, was rousing as well. His hacked off arm had melted into a puddle of black ichor and was spreading… no, it was taking over the stones in the temple, transforming them from whitish marble with veins of gold, to black marble with veins of silver. The spot had grown in size, and not slowly. Darren got slowly, jerkily to his feet, having regrown his arm. It wasn’t his arm any longer, though, but was instead an oily, clawed facsimile that dripped that same black stuff onto the floor of the temple.


  Spreading the infection.


  “Everybody out!” he called. “And don’t touch that stuff!”


  It was only when Darren started attacking Lucy, Jezebel, Ashley and Evie that they got the idea they should listen to him. When they turned to flee, Ash grabbed the scrawny demon guy with Telekinesis and flung him bodily away.


  As soon as the twins killed the girl, they retreated as well, hopping gracefully around the puddles and spatter areas where the black blood was already beginning to take over larger and larger patches of the temple.


  Ash cast his gaze around. With the girl’s death, the black stuff had spread out over a huge area, cutting off access to the bird Cleric and his spattered robes. A bit of the blood had gotten on his neck as well, and it too was spreading. His hands formed into wicked claws, and he strained against the spreading darkness moving its sluggish way through his veins.


  “We must retrieve brother Ylles before the corruption severs him from his connection with the almighty and the righteous,” the lizard folk Cleric said.


  “Your bird Cleric is lost already,” he responded.


  The lizard Cleric was unperturbed by the speed at which the black stuff was transforming the sparrow Cleric into a crow Cleric. “The gods will see fit to shore up the pillars of his faith and purge the taint within him, but we must reach him.”


  “Get the rest of your clerics out of here,” he said, and engaged his other Telekinesis spell to lift the bird man’s body, then float it over the blackened section of temple floor.


  He got most of the way before a magic circle flared to life in reddish light on the oily blackness now coating the floor. A sound the likes of which Ash had never heard reverberated through his head, and he felt a great hunger sever his connection to the mana controlling the spell.


  Staves (Clever): Your Telekinesis has been stopped by a powerful Dispel magic. You’re not able to ascertain the level of the Dispel effect, since it’s beyond the reach of your Staves skill presently.


  The bird Cleric’s body fell directly down into the blackness, and through it like it was nothing more than a portal directly to space. It made not a single ripple. The Cleric was simply gone. Into solid stone.


  “Fuck,” he breathed.


  

   
  




  4- The Adoption Agency


  Friday, Day 21 and Saturday, Day 22


  The girl had gotten up, and now the oily stuff forming her clothes was simultaneously more alluring and more complete. It formed a skin tight dress with a deep cleavage, nearly to the belly button, and a slit up one leg. The stockings were now fishnets, ending in stiletto heels, and now the wings coming off her back were larger, better formed. Still, the crotch of the dress showed the top of her mound, and her nipples clearly showed through. Later, he would find a plunging neckline in the back, to the very top of her ass, from which her tail now protruded.


  “Please,” she begged, reaching out toward them. “Take me with you. I’m not bad. I didn’t want this.”


  It was in this moment that the UI failed to notify Ash that he had failed a Hearts (Charming) check. The force of Rachel’s new abilities lowered both when making contested checks against her, and suppressed the notification from popping up in front of him.


  Ash didn’t have a lot of time to deal with this, and though he didn’t particularly believe her, a few things were clear to him. One, the male one didn’t have any control over what he was becoming with this Spellcraft version of the Assimilator infection taking him over. Two, the temple was lost. It was going to become an Assimilator temple. Whether that process was quick or slow didn’t matter; it was inevitable.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “What? Why does that matter?”


  He activated a mana shield around Darren now, and watched as the kid slammed his fists against it over and over again, slobbering that black blood everywhere. It wouldn’t last long like that, with the cracks in the magical dome already appearing.


  “Just tell me your name,” he said. “And that kid’s name.”


  “It’s Rachel,” she told him. “And that’s… that was Darren.”


  He nodded. It wasn’t airtight, obviously, learning her name, but she was cognizant, while Darren wasn’t. Clearly there was no trusting her, but he felt she was at least in control of herself enough to present her case, and perhaps there was enough of her left to save.


  “Come on,” he told her, and stretched out his hand. “You keep your inky death stuff to yourself.”


  She had no trouble walking across the spreading blackness on the floor or rug. Ash now saw that the rug had a new motif, abstract and organic here instead of the old floral design, done up in mostly black, but also some indigo and deep violet, with hints and highlights of scarlet. A large scarlet eye appeared in the center of the rug, its slitted pupil fixed on Ash, before the eye on the rug closed and sat there, nothing more than scarlet slash like a closed eyelid.


  “He Who Slumbers,” the lizard Cleric muttered in horror.


  They backed away slowly, stopping once to literally throw Darren back across the temple with Telekinesis and once more to imprison him within another dome of magic. When he stepped out into the blustery wind, driving rain and now distant lightning, he found his adventuring party waiting, and a number of clerics assembled in a circle around the temple.


  “What’s going on?” he asked the lizard Cleric.


  “The bishop has called upon the gods and goddesses to destroy this unholy abomination. We ask the grace of the gods for deliverance from this corruption most foul.”


  Instead of destroying the temple, a curious barrier appeared out of the ground, glimmering with yellow-white power. The rain pelted against it for a time, while it rose first some thirty centimeters, then another thirty, in a wide arc surrounding the entirety of the temple.


  “The temple serves as a conduit of our faith and devotion,” the lizard priest explained. “Our service is heard by the gods because of this consecrated ground… yet it will be defiled and used as a beacon to He Who Slumbers instead.”


  “Fuck, that’s… not good.”


  “It fucking sucks, bro,” the Cleric insisted, then cleared his raspy lizard throat. “I mean, the defilement is most unwelcome. He Who Slumbers has not had a foothold upon this world in millennia.”


  Or ever, Ash thought. This new world was only three weeks old, yet here was evidence that a history and lore was just being created whole cloth. Fourth age? Falnache? This was like claiming the dinosaur bones had just been inserted in the bedrock by a trickster god. Except… magic was now real. Could magic be altering time itself, creating a shared set of memories they all accepted as the past?


  The structure of light the clerics created appeared something like a cathedral made solely of holy magic. It shone down from above, creating a hole in the oppressive storm and creating intricate filigree designs in what looked like glass. Supports of golden light solidified into actual metallic substance, and some of the filigrees became like stained glass, depicting various gods Ash could not identify.


  Could identify. Arcana was pinging, and giving him the names of the gods and goddesses, along with their supposed powers and snippets about their histories. All this basic knowledge was easy for him at Amateur level Arcana.


  When it was done, the temple appeared to be encased within an outer wall of a holy castle. Ash was required to blast Darren back another time with Telekinesis. The other option was to kill him again, which hadn’t worked the first time. Perhaps if they used fire… suggesting this to the lizard folk Cleric was met with a sad shake of the head, and the explanation that a being wholly of He Who Slumbers would emerge. This way, the creature was mostly mortal and thus had mortal constraints: speed, power, the need for air and water and food.


  Ash tossed Darren back inside the spreading darkness of the temple, sighing.


  Thankfully this wasn’t what the system called a ‘snap decision’ time, which he took to mean combat. Out of snap decision making time, he had access to all the cards in his deck and could choose among any of them. Inside combat he only had the choice of three at a time.


  Well, not anymore.


  Congratulations! You have advanced to Journeyman 1 in your class: Sorcerer.


  “Shit,” he muttered.


  The lizard folk Cleric was not best pleased that Ash removed one of the demons from their demon protection circle. Admittedly, it was a stupid move and he totally shouldn’t have done it, but he felt like he had good reasons.


  One, she was a real person who didn’t want to be a demon. Two, he had had a really bad experience with his church growing up, with the pastor thinking he was a literal angel sent from heaven to guide them all there, and weirdly a whole lot of talk of racism showed up soon after the pastor was ousted.


  It was a weird time and he had this teensy grudge against churches, talk of righteous causes, and lambs/flocks of any sort. Unless you were making crude jokes about the Scots, or the Kiwis, or literally any state here where sheep were raised and farmed.


  “Place her under our care,” the lizard man commanded.


  “I don’t know anything about what you’re doing, whether or not it will work, and whether returning this girl to your care means she’s in good hands. For all I know you’re going to try killing her, or fucking her, or both in either order.” He knew he was the most powerful person he’d met in this new apocalypse world, and that would have to be enough. The combined might of all these clerics and their bishop could probably take him out, but they were occupied.


  The Cleric gestured towards where darts of light were surging from the chests of the other clerics surrounding the temple and spiraling around the structure before splashing into the clerical construction of pure holy magic. Those melted into the walls of the stained glass cage, and helped build it. “We will hold a vigil unceasing around this incursion into our peaceful land. He Who Slumbers cannot gaze beyond its walls, cannot corrupt more of the land, cannot hope to prevail against the power of the gods.”


  Ash would believe that when people stopped killing each other over which ‘One True God’ they believed in. Or rather, he would never believe that.


  These people might keep the infection from spreading for a time. They might ultimately destroy the temple and the demon slamming one skinny fist and one demonic, clawed fist against the holy structure, but evil always had a foothold somewhere.


  “What’s your name?” Ash asked him.


  “Jezzarus,” he said, then frowned. “Or… Frank. I…”


  Yeah there was no way Lazarus here was going to be the spearhead to take down an infernal god.


  “Well Jizz-asaurus,” he said. “I’m going to take this girl under my care, see if there’s a path to saving her that doesn’t involve murdering her and consigning her to an eternity of torment.”


  “It is no less than she deserves!” Jezzarus protested.


  She hadn’t done anything to deserve this, except maybe travel with the wrong guy for a time. “I’ll be seeing you.”


  A hand fell on his shoulder, and Ash spun to find the Cleric’s eyes glowing with power. “She cannot be allowed to leave, and if you stand in our way, you stand against the very gods themselves.”


  Ash stepped towards him, shoving the scaled hand away. “What are you going to do to stop me?” he asked, a low growl in his voice. He’d already chosen Dragon’s Blood as his go-to if this escalated further. The card would add to his spellcasting stats and flood his deck with both Fireballs and a morphing armor ability called Dragonscale. He’d become a DPS tank in a few hits.


  Jezzarus hesitated under the weight of a Hearts (Fierce) success. “Then perhaps we can work out an agreement.”


  At this point, the bishop of the local temple turned. “Brother Jezzarus, that defiler must be scoured from this good land. Restrain her, and kill anyone who seeks to prevent you sin your holy ordained task.”


  The hesitance in the lizard’s eyes was plain to see. “I can’t let you leave.”


  “You can’t stop me,” Ash replied.


  Two acolytes in noticeably lower rank robes broke off from the ritual creating the large holy structure around the corrupted temple and began to approach. One activated a skill called Zealous Fervor and began to glow with holy yellow-white light. The other produced a kite shield and mace, and activated an aura called Blessed Be. Since these were apparently low enough level, Ash got a quick run-down on these two: Zealous Fervor boosted speed and would reflect damage back on an attacker in holy form, while Blessed Be added an accuracy and damage effect for allies.


  Jezzarus now appeared apologetic. “This must be done. For the good of all the innocents. We have a chance to cut the head off just as it pokes out from the burrow.


  “The church shouldn’t do violence,” Ash said, and threw on Dragon’s Blood. He flashed briefly red before the glow vanished. “Now back off before everything gets bad.”


  They didn’t, and instead flanked around him.


  He turned to the succubus. “Don’t. Do. Anything. If you have to, run.”


  “But—”


  “Prove that you’re not bad by not doing a single thing, okay?”


  She gave him a curt nod and backed away from the advancing clerics.


  Ash hadn’t fought too many plain old people, restricting himself to mostly monsters. He hoped the difficulty wasn’t going to be a great deal higher. In the games, creatures generally had only a few abilities, while people had plenty.


  He was forced to back up, and place a hand on Rachel’s chest, then shove her back as kite shield guy came in for a swing. Of the three—the four?—cards he drew, he picked Greater Telekinesis and launched the lizardfolk Cleric at the Zealous Fervor guy. If this worked—


  It did. A blast of holy light resulted from Jezzarus hitting the guy, and the lizard folk Cleric was thrown a good four meters to one side. He was slow to get up.


  His next draw included Dragon’s Blood, Boiling Blood, Mana Surge and Enchanted Arrow. None of these were perfect for what he wanted to do, but Boiling Blood was another way for him to take damage and make it into an advantage. The retaliatory aura also worked on allies, and that counted Rachel in this case.


  The nearest Cleric smashed him with a shield bash ability, which caused him to redraw all four of his cards. He lost his Fireball and Force Missiles along with precious time.


  On the other hand, a new copy of Fireball and Dragonscale were injected into his action deck, and the Cleric was thrown back by the Force damage from Boiling Blood. His next draw included Fireball again, and he blasted the Zealous Fervor guy, wreathing him in flame and causing him to start flailing.


  He was already dead, unless Jezzarus came in with a timely heal. Which he did. This was good; dealing damage to them one after another and forcing them to waste time healing their allies. In the meantime he took a second attack, a mace strike to the shoulder, before he put on Dragonscale. The hit had been hard, enhanced by his aura. Ash grunted, while behind him Rachel shrieked. The Boiling Blood aura should have caused this one to fly back a meter at least, but he planted his feet with some immovability special ability he hadn’t seen before and spun away after Rachel.


  “Don’t do anything,” he repeated.


  She took a hit from the mace and fell to the ground, the perfect amount of distance necessary to then take a Fireball directly to the face. This lit him on fire as well, and he was simultaneously bathed in white, shining holy light. Ash didn’t let up, but smashed him with Force Missiles and an Elemental Blast, calmly walking over in front of Rachel as he cast spell after spell.


  This time when a charred, healed, missiled, blasted Cleric lurched out of the holy light, his mace crashed into the dragon scale armor that had grown up out of his skin, and when Ash gave him another Force Missiles, he collapsed to the ground.


  He pitched the second guy back with Telekinesis. He found himself wincing not at the way the spell casually tossed him some ten meters, but the way the body bounced off the ground and kicked up a divvet like a golf shot. The Cleric bounced off the holy structure and lay unmoving, forcing Jezzerus to retreat and heal him again.


  The second Cleric staggered to his feet, healing himself and beginning to channel another god’s power into a bow made of holy flame.


  “Are we still doing this?” Ash called. “I don’t have to throw him away from me, you know? I can throw him directly up in the air a good hundred meters or so. I think fall damage is some of the worst damage in every game ever, right?”


  “Hold, brother,” Jezzerus called to his Cleric buddy.


  “He has contravened the will of the gods,” the Cleric said, but he sagged with relief.


  “If the gods will it, she will remain with the Sorcerer. Whether we are being punished for some sin, or the Sorcerer is her deliverance from her own sins must remain to be seen.”


  “Great,” he yelled. “I’ll just be going then… and if anybody tries to follow me, I’ll really start going hard.” He backed away, eyeing the Cleric with the golden bow and its flaming golden arrow. “Just keep your god’s will over there with you, buddy boy,” he muttered. “Over here this Sorcerer makes his own fate.”


  “Sorcerer!” Jezzerus shouted.


  “What is it now?” he grumbled.


  “The divine has need of you yet!” he went on. “You have been charged with the task, and upon your shoulders may it fall.”


  

   
  




  5- R-E-S-P-E-C


  Saturday, Day 22


  The lizard Cleric had leveled a quest on him.


  “What… seriously?”


  Quest: Will of the Divine. You have been tasked by the clerical order and become a divine conduit through which their will may be done. That will is to eradicate any demonic incursion into this world by He Who Slumbers and all who carry His vile mark.


  Eradicate the taint of He Who Slumbers: 0/3


  Reward: +holy Achievement and associated boon, +1 class level, holy item reward, +reputation with the church, +further Quest options.


  Note: Quest rewards will increase, should the number of tainted likewise increase.


  Warning: Failure to do so will cause you to be branded heretic and consort to demons.


  Will you accept this quest? Y/N


  Ash considered church to be just like hair: the longer you let it grow into your life, the more you had to tend to it and take care of it, but if you chopped it off short, you barely had to shampoo it and it was fine. No hair product, no styling, no split ends, no muss no fuss.


  He accepted the quest anyway, because he knew, just knew, that the temple and all the gods were going to be pivotal in this world he’d found himself in. He could safely skip church and enjoy nice relaxing Sunday mornings on regular earth, but not with a Greek or Norse style pantheon of gods, and their magical zealots.


  A whole lot of discussion was had after Ash decided to bring the girl Rachel along with them, and the clerics trapped Darren and a whole building inside a glass magic castle.


  But first.


  Congratulations! You’ve reached Journeyman level in your class.


  You’re well on your way to greatness, whether that path leads you towards lightness, darkness, or that murky gray path most seem to find themselves upon. Dangers have beset you at every turn, yet you have not only risen above the struggle, you have thrived.


  Each level of Journeyman grants you two Attribute levels and three skill levels, along with larger and larger rewards for your action deck.


  New for Journeyman players:


  *Journeyman players need more options and have more to choose from. You draw 4 cards in a snap decision situation, instead of 3.


  *You may restructure your action deck for free, once. You’ve gained Class Reset.


  *You may copy one of your action deck cards for free, once. You’ve gained Clone Ability.


  *You have gained an Achievement! Select your boon from the list here.


  *Leveling up now takes longer! You will need 5,000 xp for each level of Journeyman.


  *More difficult challenges award more xp. Typical Amateur level actions could grant up to 50 xp each, while Journeyman or Expert actions will grant up to 500 xp each. Higher risk, higher reward!


  *You may teach others the tenets of your class. Depending on your skill check, you may grant up to 50 xp per hour in your class or 25 xp per hour towards an attribute or skill.


  *Beginner level actions no longer require a check to overcome, and will no longer grant experience. If you participate in Beginner challenges or Random Encounters, other participants will not gain experience.


  *You may add a second class, which is likewise dependent on your action deck. You are presently restricted to Caster/Sorcerer cards, but you may add up to 40% new cards from another specific class. Be warned, dual classing divides gained experience between your two classes.


  *Your class is dependent on your action deck. Changing it requires a specific consumable card, or paying 25,000 coins at an appropriate shop. Presently your class is Sorcerer.


  Ash read through the write up twice, then clicked on the here to show the list of boons from his Achievement.


  Advancing through to Journeyman Sorcerer is no simple feat. Select one of the following boons.


  *Empowered Casting: You may heighten a spell by doubling its mana cost in order to double its damage.


  *Extended Casting: You may heighten a spell by doubling its mana cost in order to double its duration.


  *Far Casting: You may heighten a spell by doubling its mana cost in order to double its range.


  *Replicated Casting: You may cast a spell and immediately reserve another copy of this spell to cast on the next card draw. If it is not cast on the next draw, it is lost.


  *Endless Pool: Your mana pool is increased by 50%


  *Wish: You may choose and gain a specific Sorcerer spell for which you meet the requirements, once and only once.


  *Dragon Ancestry: You have the ability to breathe the damaging breath of the dragon whose lineage you claim. Gain Dragon’s Breath (double rare) in your action deck.


  This was a very difficult choice. Aside from perhaps Far casting, all of them seemed excellent. He could use additional mana of Endless pool, because he fully expected to end up going into longer fights, where his mana wouldn’t last forever. He could also see Empowered Casting being incredible for his Fireballs or even the Force Missiles. With Wish, he would of course complete the set of three cards: Boiling Blood, Dragon’s Blood, and Sorcerer’s Blood, but that would be it for that boon. The completed set would triple the effectiveness of all three. With the last one, he could see using the double rare Dragon’s Breath with fire, lightning, ice, or even poison. A force one would be cool too, to simply breathe out magic and knock enemies down.


  So many unknowns… he wished he had more time with that insufferable blue genie to learn all the ins and outs of the system.


  In the end, he decided to go for Wish, not just because he could grab Sorcerer’s Blood, but also because he could spend time reading through a great deal of other Sorcerer cards and see what he was advancing toward.


  He flipped through the Sorcerer cards, finding a lot of them to be blood and elemental related, but decided not to choose Sorcerer’s Blood just yet. He’d have time to peruse other card sets, see the highest level cards he could reach, and get an idea of how high could reach on the rungs of power. He should even be able to advance his stats some using his leftover experience points and see if new cards appeared, for which he met the requirements with his new stats.


  Regarding the rest, most of it was similar to what he’d seen for Amateur those weeks ago, but the Good/Evil thing was missing. Now he had the ability to teach people, though the xp gains seemed pitiful. The one marked change that he liked was that reward cards for each level in his class were not automatically added to his action deck, at least he didn’t think so. And it say better and better rewards, meaning he might be able to get more than one reward per level up. He wondered whether or not it mattered for him to just shovel in his experience from the Hareminatrix card, or if he would get better rewards through adventuring. Most likely the latter, which didn’t bother him much. He’d much rather be flying around in Wind Runner and finding cool Random Encounters than just hanging around the city having sex whenever the mood took him.


  On the other hand, having sex was a reward unto itself, and he smacked himself upside the head for even daring to think that adventuring was better than sex.


  “Don’t,” he told himself. “They can both be awesome.”


  Last, before he turned his attention back towards matters at hand: two Attribute levels and three skill levels per level in Sorcerer was excellent. A huge improvement over Amateur.


  That made what was coming difficult.


  “I need to take her back to Los Angeles,” he said. He was met with a flurry of confusion. “I also need to do this alone. Just me and… Rachel.”


  Rachel nodded. He’d gotten her name right, which surprised him. Maybe the higher Clever did help.


  “I think she’ll become an Assimilator back in the other video game world, but she can survive that. Being demon infested here is a lot worse.”


  “Can we go back to the ‘doing this alone’ part?” Evie demanded.


  “You would choose her over us?” Mizu added miserably. “She’s a sex demon.”


  “She’s a sex demon, sister,” Netsu explained, leveling a look on Ash he didn’t particularly like.


  “A few things,” he said. “One, I just became Journeyman. That makes it a lot more dangerous to travel with you guys, since we can come up against Expert threats. Some of us aren’t seasoned veterans here yet, and I don’t want anything to happen to any of you.”


  Meaning Lucy and Jezebel, whose class choice was based solely on their hope to have sex as tortoises, and elephants, and sharks, and whatever other animals they could think up. The horndogs. He didn’t explicitly state this, though. They didn’t need his explicit judgement, even if he thought they were being ridiculous and inconsiderate of both their tiny child and the people around them. Obviously he wanted to copulate with his girlfriend when they were both seahorses but not at the cost of the group’s safety.


  “Two, once we respec Ashley and possibly Mizu, I think the party will have success dealing with lower level encounters.”


  “I’m going with you,” Ashley declared.


  “What?”


  “I don’t care about the respect—”


  “Respec,” he said. “Redoing your specifications. Skills, Attributes, Class, Race.”


  “Whatever,” she said. “I’m staying with you.”


  “It’s going to get a lot harder. You could die.”


  She shrugged and blinked at him. “You’ll save me.”


  “I’m staying with you two,” Evie shouted.


  What about I cannot guarantee your safety was unclear, he thought.


  And now the new girl spoke up. “What if… what if I don’t want to be an Assimilator? The sci-fi world wasn’t good. I don’t want to die in the vacuum of space. Assimilators are bad guys.”


  “You’re a succubus, and a bad guy,” Ashley said. “You don’t get to choose.”


  “I’m not a bad guy!” she protested.


  “Exactly the kind of thing a bad guy would say,” Evie retorted. “Plus, when you don’t acknowledge the succubus part, that means you’re admitting to being a succubus.”


  “I don’t know what I am!” Rachel shouted. “I’m not evil, okay?”


  The tavern had fallen silent. A lot of people were staring at her.


  “We need to take this on the ship,” Ash said.


  “All of us?” Lucy asked. Ash’s best friend, for the first time in a while, sounded like a different person. Jezebel was also staring at him with a look that told him he had made some kind of miscalculation he didn’t understand. And, as it happened, he ended up losing a Relationship point with both of them, though the UI wouldn’t specify why.


  ***


  Waffles had been looking out for baby Damien, and the group got packed up, then moved their operation to the place where the final repairs to the Wind Runner were underway.


  The Wind Runner had been torn to pieces when the situation with Throdric Foecrusher had come to a head. Zirennia and Evie had immediately started putting her back together. They’d spent those few days adventuring and leveling as much as possible, though Ashley just wasn’t that good at it. The twins had no problems, but Lucy and Jez weren’t really keen to abandon their baby to Ash and just walk away into the desert. Which was silly, because he had a magical talking dog, for fuck’s sake. As a result it had been Lucy or Jez paired with one of the other girls, while the other spouse stayed with the baby, and Ash’s familiar.


  They finally reached the fully rebuilt Wind Runner, and she looked fabulous… or if not fabulous, then serviceable. The hull was back together, the mast had been set back in place, all the ropes detangled and the sails set back to rights on yardarms. Most important of all, the four lines of repulsers beneath the ship had been reattached, which was a lot better than the six they’d been working with when they slowly piloted the ship here to begin with. They were working with the full complement of magical-slash-technological wonders, with the glowing soup of magical substance at the ends of what were essentially gilded buckets full of enchanted… stuff. He was a Sorcerer and not an engineer.


  Ash had a while to consider the problem, while grabbing Waffles and Damien, and on the walk to the warehouse. Running his fingers through the silky copper hair of the retriever helped calm him and helped him think.


  Lucy wasn’t about to be backed into a corner, and politely refused his efforts to get him alone in the captain’s quarters for a private one-on-one. He offered to have Jezebel in there too, where they’d have the opportunity to tag team him in the argument, but they declined this offer as well.


  Instead it was him versus all of them.


  That was fine. He could handle this. All he had to do was take any of his 93,000-plus xp and sink them into Cups or Hearts. He could rapidly accelerate all of his skills if he wanted, but decided that using the system to get out of it wasn’t the way to do things. To the NPCs, he could see using it like that. To his best friend and his, erm, fuck buddies, it didn’t seem right.


  What he ended up doing instead was sitting down with Ashley, using her Class Reset with her, and asking her to choose Cleric. This dumped all her cards out into her inventory, and she consented to show him everything she had. He, in turn, dumped out all the basic cards he’d been collecting, omitting the large stack of ultra powerful cards nobody could use. He had an inkling that keeping them to himself was the best bet for now.


  Her action deck ended up being the typical spread of cards: three heals, two offensive spells, two holy blessings, and three utilities. These were holy, and had an Affinity toward a particular god or goddess.


  They combined several cards together first, because Ashley ha simply added and added until her deck was a bloated monstrosity. With so many cards, she wasn’t guaranteed to get anything useful at any given time. Now with the class change, most of her cards were useless, but they’d been adventuring for so long that it was possible to get her some rare cards.


  One of her heals changed into a healing aura, called Healer’s Sublime Gift. The other was a mass heal called Blush of Health. Both were great additions to her deck. The last was a singular touch-based heal, not ideal, but it was highly effective once cast, called Purity’s Soothing Kiss.


  “Wait, I have to kiss all of you?” she asked.


  “The card says the effect is thirty percent higher if you kiss the target,” Ash explained.


  Evie smirked and wriggled in her chair. “Maybe it’ll be even more effective if you lick me instead of kissing.”


  “You are the biggest hornball,” Ashley said, grinning, “and I heartily approve.”


  “Let’s try it out,” Evie suggested.


  Blessing of the Priestess was the rare version of the holy blessing, which buffed another player depending on their class: specialists got a speed and skill bonus, casters got a mana and spell effect bonus, and adventurers got a damage and defensive bonus. It was far more powerful than a simple aura, but only applied to a single target at a time. Although it wasn’t a game changer, Ash saw that it could boost Lucy and Jezebel for now, giving them the chance to contribute to the action until they leveled higher. Or any of the others, to make them much stronger.


  Her other cards were also interesting. These included Divine Disfavor, essentially a curse that debuffed enemies similar to Blessing of the Priestess. She also had a light spell called Radiance, which had three functions: blinding enemies, creating light in dark places, and scaring away undead. This seemed like a great card, especially since it was just uncommon rarity, but only because Ash was addicted to options. At least Ashley couldn’t fuck up using it, because out of combat, it would auto cast the warm glow effect, while in combat it automatically knew whether targets were undead or not.


  When Ashley had gone in with her Class Reset, it had also given her the option to change her species, and she’d gone with a half-elf, half-nellwyn. Despite Ash’s protestations and reservations, she only chose these things out of whatever aesthetic sensibilities she had, and he while he wanted fault her for that, he couldn’t. She would never see this as a life or death situation, but rather a ‘build what I want and to hell with the consequences’ style thing instead.


  The result was a far smaller, no-longer-green-skinned, pointy-eared sex pot with a wasp waist, flaring hips, still large tits, and a rocking ass. And it wasn’t even Ash who was making these observations; Ashley was admiring herself in a mirror Evie created for her, and the two were busily going over the physical changes Ashley had selected while in Guide time.


  Her new species also meant she had two cards from here. One was Replenishing, an elf card he enjoyed and would’ve put in his own deck if it wasn’t hers. This was an aura that increased mana regeneration, and those inside the aura would have their first chosen card returned from the discard pile into the next draw.


  The last card didn’t seem to make sense at first. Now You See Me was the name, and it was a nellwyn specific card. Once used, Ashley and a chosen teammate would switch positions like a teleport. After thinking it over for a few moments though, it quickly grew into one of his favorite cards, and one he figured Ashley wouldn’t know how to use very well. He wanted it, but it was restricted to nellwyns only. If only he was also a nellwyn and could use it.


  “I only have 9 cards,” Ashley pouted.


  

   
  




  6- Levels of Rarity


  Saturday, Day 22


  “But they’re all awesome,” he said, rifling through the cards he had. He hadn’t had time or the inventory space to categorize them well, and they were just in rarity order. He separated out the Double Rare (RR) and Ultra Rare (UR) cards, wondering again just what the hell the system was thinking making five different rarity stages named ‘rare’.


  “Rare, double rare, ultra rare, hyper rare, secret rare… who designed this dumbass system? What’s after that? Mega whopper rare? Double extra mega psycho rare?”


  “What?” Lucy asked.


  “Nothing. Okay, here are all the double rare and ultra rares I have,” he said. “For Cleric, we’ve got… nothing. Oh wait, this is the Cleric symbol.”


  One double rare called Aegis of the Almighty, created a huge holy shield, while the other was a summon called Righteous Avenger. Both were beyond Ashley’s current stats to equip.


  “Shit,” he said. “You’re going to need a crap common or uncommon, or we need to jack your stats up for one of these.”


  The first was a shield that absorbed a ton of damage, returned holy damage back on attackers, and paralyzed the breaker in the gods’ disfavor when the shield finally broke and collapsed.


  The second summoned the most adorable creature imaginable.


  “A bunny?” Mizu shrieked.


  “A widdle biddy baby wabbity bunny wunny!” Ashley gushed.


  Fuck. He hadn’t looked at them before plopping them down on the table.


  “Oh Ash, I want it so bad! What do I have to do?” 


  “You don’t have the levels—”


  “I said what do I have to do,” she demanded, standing up and trying to be intimidating, finally getting on the table and grabbing him by the collar. She was now just about a meter and a half tall, and didn’t manage intimidating even a little. Then she kissed the tip of his nose and grinned.


  Her species was definitely messing with her personality.


  “It looks like your Charming and Attuned should be getting all your experience,” Ash said. “I’d put most of your free levels there, a bunch in Tough, and a few in the rest of them. The description mentioned that adhering to the healer goddess meant your mana was based on prayer and compassion. I assume those two things mean Attuned for prayer, and Charming for compassion. Unfortunately I used up all my Charming consumables, but here, I’ve got a good one for Attuned.” It boosted her beyond Amateur and right to Journeyman level 1.


  She pressed buttons on her own character sheet and added free levels here and there, muttering ‘Wanna bunny wanna bunny wanna bunny’ over and over again. Finally, with her tongue sticking out and glancing at the card, she frowned.


  “I can’t get it, Ash!”


  “I know, sor—”


  “I wanna bunny!” she shrieked.


  “Calm down there, Veruca Salt,” he said, and looked at the card. Then he calmed her down enough to have her write down her current stats.


  She needed an Arcana skill of at least Journeyman level 1 in order to equip the card, but she was off by only 1,000 xp. Well, with the Arcana consumables he had, it would only be wasting… 9,000 xp on this secret rare. Shit.


  He sighed and handed over the card. Part of him liked the slutty orc she’d been though she was almost comically ineffectual otherwise. This hyperactive, cutesy psychopath was scarily close to the person she’d been before this whole apocalypse started.


  The shield spell, which he considered more useful, was still out of reach of Amateur level 2 Ashley, with her low stats and skills, and the others above hyper rare were just unobtainable without weeks or months more adventuring.


  Ashley equipped the card and immediately summoned an adorable little rabbit that twitched its nose at her, and leapt into her arms. She squealed with delight, fell onto her back, and hugged the tiny holy avenger to her huge cleavage.


  “Now, we figure out what to do about these two,” he said, inclining his head towards Rachel and cocking a thumb over his shoulder towards where the city temple was being taken over by an evil god.


  Rachel didn’t like being the center of attention of all these strangers, but she eventually relented, sat down in the central chair in front of Ash’s captain’s chair in his quarters, and stared at them with a frown playing over her face. They had her surrounded.


  To be fair to all of them, she did have a living suit of demonic clothing, which was covering her whole body in a thin, body-hugging film of blackness that bled into a maroon color in certain places, seeming like a cozy turtleneck after a few moments. She’d lost the heels, and the skin tight pants became those loose, thin pantsuit pants.


  “The question then is what to do with you,” Ash said.


  “We can’t kill her,” Evie said. “That didn’t work the first time.”


  “I didn’t appreciate being killed, thank you very much,” Rachel snapped. Then she slumped back. “It was awful.”


  “That doesn’t mean we’re prohibited from tying her the fuck up and beating the ever-loving shit out of her, then healing her back up at the brink of fucking death,” Evie spat.


  Rachel blinked in surprise at the venom.


  “Look, lady, we’re on a quest to get his parents back, and the plan on the way was to get a whole lot of hot loving in the whole trip.” And followed this up by producing a length of chain. “We’ve got a puppy now, and Ashley has a cutie patootie huggy wuggy bunny wunny, we don’t need another ship’s pet.”


  “Let’s talk about his,” Rachel said. Whatever had just happened with her, it had remade her, because a pulse of magic shot out of her and into the captain’s quarters and splashed into all of them. Ash was again spared this by the Hearts (Tough) check that he passed.


  You are under the influence of emotional manipulation magic! This effect is called Soften Up, used by the minor succubus Rachel Higgenbotham. The effect is lessened by half because of your success with Hearts (Tough).


  “We should hear her out,” Lucifer said, and the rest of them agreed, including Evie and Netsu, who frowned but nodded.


  “Go on then,” Evie said, after Ash hadn’t spoken. She seemed to be the unofficial leader now. Or his second in command.


  “I don’t know what happened but I can feel it… working on me. Every time I feel pain, it’s worse. Every time I sleep, it’s worse. It’s slowly getting its hooks into me. Darren didn’t have any willpower, he fell right away, but I’ve been able to resist it.”


  “Well I definitely vote she stays with us,” Mizu said, doing a complete one-eighty from before. She stared with fascination at the adventurer-turned-Assimilator-turned-succubus.


  “You can have my hammock!” Evie said.


  “You should have my hammock,” Heather offered.


  “I was going to offer her my hammock,” Lucy complained. Ash knew what had gotten into them, but watching it was still pretty hilarious. And a little concerning.


  “Your hammock is with me,” Jezebel said, but like Lucy she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Rachel. Even though the succubus was now dressed in a turtleneck and unflattering pants, Ash understood the power she’d used.


  “There are plenty of hammocks.” He frowned. “I’ll make sure she has a comfortable place to sleep. The rest of you need to go make sure the ship stays safe.” Honestly the ship could almost pilot itself, though they did need lookouts because it didn’t have a sense of self-preservation. “Heather, I need you to make sure all the fixes to the ship are real, and secure, and nothing’s about to break. Evie, lookout. Ashley, please train with your powers, Lucy and Jez, also training time… and that means the twins are on piloting and security detail.”


  They all resisted at first, but eventually they reluctantly went to do as he’d bid. Once they were outside the room, the atmosphere changed and they got right down to business.


  He locked the door and turned to find her attire had retracted quite a lot, leaving her with a thin, long sleeved shirt with a deep V-neck, bearing a ton of cleavage. Her nipples were showing as twin peaks against the midnight fabric. The demonic stuff pushed her tits up like an excellent bra, and the pants had retracted back to their skin tight form. She was leaning forward with her chin on her hand and staring at him with a knowing glint in her eye, basically begging him to look all the way down her shirt to her belly button.


  “First of all, you cut that shit out right now,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  The effect washed over him again, he was Softened Up, and though he succeeded in pushing it away again, it was still reduced duration rather than zero duration.


  The whole world fuzzed a bit at the edges. With Ash as the only subject of her power, he came to and found that the demonic stuff only clung to her like a fur stole, and her nude body was on full display. Two greasy black wings with a tinge of iridescence stretched out behind her. Her pants were now just knee high black socks.


  Also he was fully hard, his dick was out, and he had drifted toward her.


  “You’re a lot bigger than I would’ve guessed,” she said, amusement coloring her astonishment. “And a lot easier to get naked.”


  In response he grabbed the sides of her head and pulled her forward, stuffing her mouth full of him. She seemed shocked, but also into it. She didn’t even resist, or glare, or push away, but instead a laugh came from deep in her throat while her tongue massaged him.


  The demonic wings quivered, and he sensed motion at his periphery, then found her little black devil tail snaking its way up toward him.


  “You get that shit any closer and we’ll find out if you can come back to life without a fucking head,” he growled, and pulled her in to see if she could deep throat him.


  It turned out she could. Staves (Arcana) informed him that succubi had a number of powers specifically tailored toward pleasure, and one of them was the ability to stretch or contort her body for pleasure’s sake. The knowledge flooded his head, that she could take him like a champ, no matter his species, his size, or his choice of holes.


  That knowledge was a huge turn on, and he continued to pull her back and forward, using her as a cock sleeve for a moment, until she dropped to her knees and started sucking him of her own volition.


  “I’ve resisted your effect twice,” he growled. “Do it again and I set you on fire. Any more powers and I set you on fire.”


  She shuddered, but nodded a fraction of an inch. Like this, her jaw looked obscenely wide open, and her eyes swirled with lust staring up at him. When she caught his eye, she snaked her tongue around his whole girth, around it again, and when she pulled away with her mouth open, her tongue seemed more like a tentacle or a snake than a part of her body. It wriggled and undulated around his length, easily half a meter in length.


  “Holy shit,” he muttered. Unholy, rather.


  Next, she released his cock from her tongue’s stranglehold and groaned hungrily. “I need this,” she told him. When next her tongue darted out, it slithered over the whole length of him, down and around his balls, and over the space further back.


  Ash had never been stimulated there, but the pure filthiness of it really did something to him. It was like the barbarian class was still inside him, and he still had the reckless attack card. He picked her up by the ass and she responded by wrapping her legs around him, leaning in to kiss him.


  “Which one… is your girlfriend?” She asked breathlessly, breaking the kiss.


  “That doesn’t matter,” he growled, and plunked her gorgeous ass down on the desk. She was breathing rapidly, and quickly ripped his shirt off before playing her fingers over the muscles on his chest.


  “A lot of muscles for a Sorcerer,” she said playfully.


  “One of them’s going in you right now.” He knew, a remote part of him knew anyway, that this was a bad idea, but couldn’t stop himself. He grabbed onto his cock and ran it up and down the length of her slit, staring into her face while the lust took her. She was one of those who went angry with arousal, grimacing and hissing out breaths.


  “I need it,” she said. “Put it in.”


  “What’s that?” He asked, ignoring her command and coating himself in her juices.


  “I need your cock,” she growled. “Fuck me, right now.”


  “You will address me as Captain,” he said.


  “Captain,” she said, and went to grab at his cock, only to have her hand batted away. For a second her eyes flashed with dangerous power, her whites going black before she got herself back under control.


  “Captain,” she begged. “Please give it to me. I can’t… I have to have it. Please fuck me, Captain, please.”


  This time he slid in, just the tip, and grinned as her legs wrapped around him and she shoved herself forward. Doing most of the work now, she held to the desk and pumped her hips into him over and over again.


  “Oooohhh fuck,” she groaned. “I shouldn’t… you should’ve left me in the temple. Ohh fuck, your girlfriend is gonna kill me.”


  Her head lolled back and once again those iridescent black wings shivered with her mounting lust, and flapped a bit each time she shoved her pussy at him and enveloped him.


  “All five of them?” he asked. This news was met with a heavy, amazed stare, but she started again when he smacked her ass lightly.


  “That’s right,” he told her, and started meeting her thrusts.


  “Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she said, with each slap of their bodies. “I need… I need your cum, Captain.”


  He swiped one of her hands out from under her, and she gave out a cry of surprised terror as she fell back onto the desk. He bore down, grabbing her hips and giving her every inch available, as hard as he could. Her shock turned to moans and groans of pure pleasure, and each thrust shook her whole body.


  “Cum in me,” she moaned. “Give me your seed.”


  “Another slut,” he grunted, trying to keep from doing exactly that. Part of him didn’t want to give this girl anything she wanted, because she was part demon. The other part felt she was nothing more than a bystander who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. A victim of Throdric, and therefore sort of his responsibility.


  “Yes,” she told him, and dug fingers into his arms. He loomed over her, thrusting up into her, loving the way her breasts bobbed and bounced each time he bottomed out. “Yes, I’m a slut,” she told him. “I love this dick. I need it in me, please Captain.”


  Her eyes rolled back into her head and she came, which did it. She employed another power, but he couldn’t focus because he too was in the middle of his own climax. With her feet looped behind his back like that, she was serious about needing him to cum in her. He unloaded with a roar and felt her insides literally milking him. Whatever she was now, she was literally built for sex, and her body was the best at what it did.


  “Yeeeeeeeesssss,” she moaned, and dug painful grooves into his upper arms.


  Ash half expected to feel his whole body go rushing out through his dick while he collapsed like a black hole and dissolved into nothing. The other half of him expected to get flooded with black demonic goop and become like Darren… or like her. Then they would spread the taint of whatever demon controlled her by fucking the rest of the people on this ship.


  When neither of those things happened, he opened his eyes and found her collapsed, limp and breathing heavily, a tiny smile playing across her face.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  “What…” Instead of finishing the question, he went into the game stats and took a look for himself.


  Warning! You’ve been subjected to the succubus’s Vitality Drain ability. You lose one level of Tough and one level of Spades, permanently.


  

   
  




  7- Crew… and Passengers


  Saturday, Day 22


  “What exactly does Vitality Drain do?” he asked.


  “It’s hard to explain,” she said.


  “You can just read it to me verbatim.”


  She stared at him. “Read… what?”


  “The system messages and notifications.”


  The confusion on her face was almost as comical as it was disconcerting. Some people in this new world seemed to have just accepted it as the way things were. Other people, like that lizard folk Cleric, were usually in their roles, but sometimes had flashes of their old personalities, flashes of who they used to be. The look of total brain fart on Rachel’s face told him that her Great Old One had almost completely overridden her, or she’d gone through too much to remember who she was before the apocalypse happened just a few weeks ago.


  “The system, you know, every action you take requires a check… and all the damage you take comes out of your hit points. It’s all there. You can see it.”


  He succeeded at an Arcana (Charming) check, and watched her eyes widen.


  “I… what… oh my God… I used to be a hairdresser. What the fuck...”


  “Now, tell me what Vitality Drain does and what it gives you.”


  “Oh…”


  Vitality Drain


  Special Ability, Double rare


  By causing your sexual partner to orgasm, you drain a level of Tough and Spades from them permanently. This allows you to fully replenish your mana pool, gain +1 free attribute or skill level, and gain +1 level of Control.


  This effect may be enhanced based on the level of Good in your partner.


  When he told her to look up and read out Control, it turned out to be a measure of demonic influence the subject had versus the patron. She was kind of like a warlock in a sense, where she had a patron and would have to serve that patron. In this case the more Control she had, the less she would be required to serve He Who Slumbers. The Control part meant she had control over her own self, and the actions she took. And the more they fucked, the more loads he dumped in her, the more Control she’d have.


  He couldn’t help but laugh out loud. He threw back his head and started laughing. She also joined in after staring at him oddly for several seconds. She seemed to understand that he wasn’t a madman, and that whatever he was laughing about, it was actually good for her.


  Sure, eventually she’d be forced to serve He Who Slumbers in some capacity or another, but he intended to fuck her silly, and often, and make sure she never had to directly face the demonic fuckbag.


  Before checking the sex notification for Hareminatrix, he spent some of his saved up xp to regrow his level of Tough and Spades. He then leaned forward.


  “Listen,” he said. “I get experience each time I have sex.”


  She stared in confusion for a few seconds, blinking at him several times before suddenly grinning.


  “So you… it doesn’t matter?”


  “With other people, you could turn them into husks like in the comics and the hentai… with me we’ll just be trading back and forth. It’s perfect, so long as you don’t infect me with the demonic influence.”


  She winced. “I… want to. I’m supposed to. In His dead dreams, I know that’s what He wants. But… I resisted.”


  Ash smiled at his new succubus fuck buddy, and inquired about which stats and skills she needed in order to continue resisting the influence of He Who Slumbers. It turned out not to be a completely simple matter, since the demon could come at her in different ways. Surprisingly, the eldritch dead god being could come at her with Charming, Diamonds, Spades, and with Tough, Sly, and Attuned.


  She also confirmed that the attacks were going to get stronger, which didn’t surprise him much. If there was anything he knew about video game systems, it was that opponents got stronger the stronger you got. Sure you could stay in Cutevale and cut down thousands of rats or danger floofs, but eventually you’d have to venture forth into Stormward and fight off the real monsters of the land.


  “We’ll be all right.”


  She nodded, and he took her hand.


  “We’ll try to fix this, okay?”


  Again with the nodding, only this time when she finally locked eyes with him, they were brimming with tears.


  Side Quest: Delve into the Succubus. Before it can be possible to purge your new consort of her demonic influence, first you must understand the nature of the demonic influence, and the danger this poses for you, your companions, and perhaps the wider world. Discover the true nature of He Who Slumbers and his connection to Rachel Higgenbotham: 0/1


  Reward: +1 random rare reward card, +monetary reward, +1 double rare reward in your class or race, +further Quest options.


  Note: You will receive a different quest if you refuse this one.


  Will you accept this quest? Y/N


  Trying not to chuckle at Rachel’s last name again, he chose Yes. He knew he had to take this. The next quest that came would be to somehow destroy her permanently, if he didn’t first seek to de tangle her soul from the demon’s influence.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  He bent down and kissed her. “You’re welcome. You stick with me,” he said, “and I think we’ll be pretty damn good for one another.”


  All he had to do was convince Ashley, Evie, Heather and the twins.


  “Easier said than done,” he muttered to himself.


  Congratulations! You risked your immortal soul in order to have sex. That’s wild! Lucky for you, the risk has paid off. You’ve received the following rewards:


  *Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *First time with this partner: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *First time domination play: 5,000 xp + 1 rare reward card


  Total: 13,000 xp, 1 rare and 3 uncommon reward cards


  Considering he’d spent 10,000 xp to recover his Tough and Spades, it was a great investment. The rare and uncommon cards weren’t what he needed, yet, but he’d keep melding them together to get the rare, double rare, and higher level rarity cards for his deck.


  He chilled on the deck of the ship with Waffles for a while to consider his second class. Although he’d had sex with every woman on the ship except Jezebel, and although he wanted a nice post coital cuddling session, he felt cuddling with Rachel was probably a recipe for him becoming a permanent demonic slave to a nameless, formless, unknowable, cyclopean, non-Euclidean demon thing. Perhaps a crawling nuclear insanity at the center of the known universe. Why not cryptic king wearing a cloak the color of a disease, who wrote books to drive people to madness? Or perhaps a beast living deep in the woods with its thousand young.


  He was a hundred percent certain that cuddling with Rachel was not in his best interests, in other words.


  He was able to assemble a number of cards to make himself into a Bard. There weren’t enough good ones, but he was pretty sure that wherever they stopped next, he could inquire about a Bard specific card or two and then become a lute strummer as well as a magic thrower. So long as he did so with a bit more care and craftiness than he’d used in Mexicali, he felt sure he could end up in a good position in a day or two.


  The bardic cards he’d seen so far typically ran one of two ways: one, buffing the rest of the party with songs that targeted single allies or auras that boosted everybody. Two, debuffing the enemy with taunting and teasing songs to give them minuses on their rolls, both in and out of combat. There was a single third card he had in his inventory of powerful cards, which was a little odd until he gave it some thought.


  Not a Fighter


  Ultra Rare, Special Ability


  This is a Passive/Active special ability card. The passive ability is always active, regardless of having utilized the active ability. When drawn, the active ability may be chosen.


  Passive: The Bard’s body is compatible with all other species.


  Active: Your next Hearts (Charming) check has a strong chance to paralyze the target for up to 3 seconds. This costs high stamina. The target must be within range to see or hear you.


  Requires: Bard class, Charming attribute Expert level 1 or higher, Cups Expert level 1 or higher.


  You do not currently meet the requirements to add this card to your action deck.


  After a moment of considering what the card was referring to, he burst into a fit of giggles.


  Although Ash had never played tabletop RPGs and therefore never encountered someone to play a Bard in D&D, he had played Spellcraft and Gemheart long enough to hear diehard players chuckle over the Legend of the Horny Bard. He had seen some of the memes.


  “The Bard’s body is compatible with all other species,” he muttered to himself, thinking about the lizard folk he’d met, the kobolds and the goblins. Considering: mermaids, centaurs… dragons. The Legend of the Horny Bard included the idea of the Bard seducing literally anything, alive or undead, and the silly stories that followed: the Bard returning to a village to find out he’d sired a whole lineage of different creatures, from nellwyn to (somehow) rock elementals and even stranger things.


  He stroked Waffles’s coppery golden fur and felt his good boy panting under his hand. The decision to choose a dog had been the right one. Sure he could’ve had a winged serpent to scout around Wind Runner, but Waffles had floppy floppy ears he could scratch. Scratching Waffles ears, he reflected that was checkmate, winged serpent familiar.


  “I’m thinking of going Bard,” he told his doggo.


  Waffles just looked at him, sniffed, then leaned forward and licked his face.


  He grinned, wincing at the wet tongue, nodding. “I know. I’m a genius.”


  The retriever just continued to pant directly up at his face. The smell was both gross and highly amusing.


  The idea of going into combat jauntily playing a flute was as hilarious as it was dumb, but he didn’t throw it out the window. He’d never really played a Bard, and with Hareminatrix, he was down to try. If the Bard abilities helped him get experience points between the sheets, he was down for anything.


  And then, considering what had happened in Mexicali, he amended that though. He was down for mostly anything. He had no intention of allowing himself to be pimped out to a brothel and ‘broken in’ by a guy named Mr. Ed.


  ***


  The more he considered it, the more it seemed like keeping Mizu’s current class would be the best bet. He considered that he now had two parties on his ship: the one consisting of Lucy and Jezebel, and the second party with the rest of them. He didn’t like it, but he also had to be practical. His original plan of dumping Ashley off in a safe-ish location might have to happen with his best friend, his wife, and their kid. If they wanted to transform into three-toed sloths just to experience what it meant to fuck as three-toed sloths, they’d need safe surroundings to do that. Wind Runner did not have a track record for safety, not in the slightest.


  So for now, difficult as it might be, he had to consider Lucy and Jezebel passengers aboard his ship. Not to be given combat assignments, not to be trained by the others, just left to their own devices. If they wanted to wildshape into ostriches and try to get it on down in the cargo hold, they could do so.


  The remaining group included a tank, a skirmisher, a healer, a ranged support, himself as magic DPS, and now Heather Zirennia as a second heavy fighter. Honestly, that was a pretty decent spread and covered most everything. Now, of course, they’d have to get the party trained to actually fight like a group. Right now they were just individuals fighting one by one, which was not going to work once they got to real threats. So far they’d been pretty lucky, all things considered.


  Mizu didn’t give him much of a choice anyway, now that Rachel had become a fourth ‘passenger’ on his ship. Her mood had cooled, and she literally became frosty when he approached her to have this talk.


  They had a look over her cards, which ended up being mostly stamina spend special abilities focused on quick movements and attacks, but there were a couple of standouts. One, the aura card she had equipped gave everybody in range a boost to stamina recovery and a minor boost to speed. Two, she had a two weapon fighting card that negated a bunch of penalties, gave her a handful of little bonuses to damage and speed, and let her spend stamina to heighten her senses for a short time. He supplied her with a card from his treasure trove that now allowed her to spend mana as stamina, and this boosted her abilities tremendously.


  She warmed a bit, though he only regained a few of the relationship points he’d lost from bringing Rachel aboard.


  Her water abilities didn’t exactly mesh with the skirmisher’s light and fast striker abilities was the problem. Her water cards let her resist a lot of magic and melee damage, but she already had that covered with dodge bonuses from speed abilities. She could run circles around most enemies. The other one let her contort her body into unnatural non-humanoid shapes, and that also didn’t seem to matter much in combat. He could see it being used as a Rogue, especially if they were dungeon delving. Ash suggested she copy the first one with Clone Ability, thinking she would end up with an even higher melee and magic resistance, turning her a little towards tanking if she could just divert enough damage. Instead, she just melded the two non-identical cards together into one.


  “That… shouldn’t be possible,” Ash muttered. He couldn’t even meld a two of Hearts and a three of Hearts, and they were both common consumables.


  “You’re not a water person,” she scoffed, and he immediately wondered why his relationship rating with Mizu was slipping.


  The new card gave her the special ability to contort her body into weird shapes to avoid incoming attacks completely, even allowing her to create holes in her trunk or limbs, and squish her head down into her shoulders entirely. It also allowed her to drop a limb while Netsu swiped her hammer through it and immediately reattach itself afterwards. This cost just a fraction of the mana of all his spells, so she could use it almost constantly. They were able to save her Clone Ability card for another day.


  Although Ash wanted to spend it on an aura to buff all of them, or make one of her cooler special attacks even cooler, Mizu wasn’t having it. She insisted she could take care of her own abilities, thank you very much. The spark of Ash’s divinity shining in her eyes was gone.


  This had to be the Rachel situation, and he understood in a way. He also didn’t quite get it in another way. Although he had wanted to ferry her back to Nova Corridor game land back in California alone, they’d convinced him not to. He wasn’t leaving. Wasn’t that good news?


  It was just down to Lucifer and Jezebel, but… he shook his head. There was no talking the two lovebirds out of this thing they’d decided on. Hell with it. Unless Evie could work the same dominance with them as she’d worked on Ashley, they were a lost cause.


  

   
  




  Interlude II- More ‘When’ Than ‘If’


  Tellek watched her at all times, and he had a tendency to fiddle with the cuffs of his stiff, pretentious Esotericum Order robe. He watched as she slept, and occasionally woke her out of slumber to try and disrupt her ability to recharge stamina or mana, and regain the use of certain abilities.


  She wasn’t sure if he knew this pocket dimension was in the middle of the fluid, almost pure mana spaces in between realities, which caused her mana to skyrocket back to full whenever she got a moment to rest. She felt the answer should’ve been an obvious yes, but whenever he took his eyes off her and gave her more than a minute unsupervised, she began to wonder.


  He knew she was a wizard, and she knew he knew. This meant he had a reasonable idea of what her stats were like, what she could or could not do, and what access she had to what spells. And, like him, he knew she would cast the most powerful spells as consumables, using cards just as Ash and his companion women were doing these days, training to try to end up somewhere in Ash’s vicinity, experience-wise.


  He also knew she had a spell book that she used to copy spells into, memorize them, and cast them in between rest times. Disrupting those rest times caused an interruption in her memorization schedule. Disrupting her memorization merely caused her to start over, memorizing again.


  Sometimes when he was in a particularly foul mood, Tellek would stack a heap of additional monsters to try and steamroll her when she pulled open the stone slab keeping them out in this ant farm of a dungeon. Other days he didn’t seem to bother, and just let her descend further and further away from the stone slab room where she’d made her bed. The monsters, as you would imagine from any dungeon, became larger, more dangerous, and cleverer the deeper you went.


  Many of these at the top were your standard beast, but a couple levels down and anything could be a monster: a stalactite, a treasure chest (she never touched these), the worn and tattered cloak off a corpse… and then you had the flat out invisible ones.


  Kayle didn’t mind dealing with the stranger monsters. She liked the variety. She liked to get out of her comfort zone and really do some damage to something new. It was a tried and true way of gathering experience points anyway, since you were likely to get progressively fewer and fewer experience from killing the same thing again and again. She wasn’t so bored, since she had essentially infinite patience. Her Clever attribute was nearly as high as her Sly, and these easily outstripped Tellek.


  If you were going to resist the Systerium, you needed your Sly higher than anything else. It needed to be far higher than your Systerium opponents by your very nature. Then again, she’d gotten experience in Sly throughout every moment of every day when she’d still been working in the Bureau, given she was a walking secret factory. So her Sly was almost two tiers higher than any of her other stats.


  Sure, she was tired. She’d been hiding and telling lies and ducking internal investigations for decades, and that kind of activity wears you down mentally, if nothing else. But tired wasn’t why she had ended up in this ant farm. It wasn’t the whole reason, anyhow.


  She’d gone up against the entirety of Tellek’s team, by herself, and that had been at the cost of a hell of a lot of consumable resistance resources. It had been a suicide mission, after more than fifty years of solid reconnaissance, intelligence gathering, meetings, and all the while doing a job she despised. She’d done her part, and as a parting gift, they’d given her the opportunity to sacrifice herself for the cause.


  Her incredible Sly was why nobody really understood what it was about Kayle they had missed.


  There was far more to Kayle than ‘resistance wizard taken down in the midst of interfering with a Harvesting and Retrieval exercise on a new world’.


  Tellek was pacing again. That was good. She stepped nimbly around a section in the floor her Sly had identified as a pit trap designed to skewer her on a bunch of sharpened bone stakes, and whirled just inches away from the frustrated ambush attack by first of the stake and trap crafters.


  Outside, she caught a glimpse of Tellek throwing his hands in the air.


  No, they didn’t know half of what she was capable. With Tellek’s back turned, she quickly released a spell he’d never seen her cast, once, twice, three times. A wizard would never have been capable of casting a spell like this, once after another, again and again. They used mana in the most refined ways possible, crafting effects as they had been practiced and written down thousands of times, with such power and focus that those effects were far more powerful.


  No, this cutting spell would’ve meant she needed to head directly back up four levels, get some sleep, open her spell book in relative safety again, and memorize it again. It would mean waving her hands, yelling the words, and using every bit of mana for every bit of efficiency, as the original caster had dreamed up and written down. It would’ve been loud, flagrant, and most of all, powerful.


  Instead the slicing bit of Force damage lashed out of her finger silently. No hand motions. No words. The burst of purple white force zipped into the corner, where the ant farm glass met the tiny stone pillars glued to them. 


  And grinned.


  She had no real concept of how far down the dungeon went. She did know that each level was anchored against the class in at least three, but in level three, up to six places.


  Then, waving her hands and chanting loudly, she released a much more powerful version of the purple force spear, blasting a nearby treasure chest into smithereens. Unlike the last one, this one sprayed reward cards out every which way. If there was some good to be had, it brought several camouflaged, fast, or invisible creatures out of their hidey holes to scoop up those cards and feast on their mana. She considered bombing the whole place with yet another powerful Wizard attack spell, but saved it for the trek back up.


  ‘Powerful’ was a misnomer anyhow. This ant farm of a dungeon kept her somewhere around five centimeters tall, barely large enough to count as an action figure back on the earth that was. It also capped her ability to channel mana, and that meant she had a hard cap on the level of spells she could cast, Wizard or not.


  If Kayle let on she was nearly out of memorized Wizard spells, or even got to a certain number of castings, Tellek inevitably summoned a bunch of monsters to harass her all the way back to her sleeping chamber. Even if she still had spells left in the tank, he would do it anyway.


  Not today… not yet anyway.


  She wondered what was different, or if he was just testing her in some new way. Although she knew she was being arrogant, she really couldn’t drum up much respect for Tellek.


  In all honesty, the only thing that really got under her skin about this situation was the limitation on her spellcasting. If she only had another few points of mana she could expend at any given time, she might already be out of here, and learning whether or not she was cursed to remain this size outside the dungeon ant farm’s boundaries. She couldn’t be sure… yet.


  On the other hand, this was kind of a blessing in disguise. She would eventually crack the abjurations keeping the parameter information on this dungeon from her. She would know, given enough time, whether she would change back, how long her mana expenditures would suffer from these restrictions if and when she got free.


  More when than if, if she was being honest with herself.


  He should’ve taken her back to the Systerium. He should’ve simply reported to his superiors and accepted the punishment for his failure against her, but he hadn’t done that. The number one, simplest reason for this lack of action was that she had a line on where his team might be. Then he could rescue some or perhaps all of them, before reporting back in partial failure rather than humiliating, total failure.


  She didn’t buy this.


  As well, she wondered if perhaps someone on his team had been a friend, family, or lover, and he was trying to figure out where they were, so he could get back to the Systerium and save them. This went along with number one.


  This probably wasn’t it either. The people of the Systerium weren’t stupid, and rarely, if ever, put people in their teams they would choose to act for over the Systerium. Any irrational, anti-Systerium decisions were heretical, treasonous decisions, so they would minimize the chances of these sorts of failings.


  Then came the more unlikely reasons: first, he was going back to the Systerium a failure, so he wanted to pummel or torture answers out of her. That way he wouldn’t be going back empty-handed.


  Second, he had some sort of unhealthy fixation on her. Either he was insane or obsessed with her. She could understand that, given how she’d outmaneuvered him. He wanted to map out every crack and whorl of her feet, perhaps. He needed to know what the inside of her skull looked like, maybe. He wanted to make her a sex doll, either mindless or willing.


  First he’d fucked up, and then he’d brought her here without any real concept of what to do. Now, after suffering from a solid month of self-doubt, fury, and that panicked helplessness of being a cornered animal. He didn’t have the tools to extract a confession here, couldn’t leave her here to go grab them, and didn’t have the power or knowhow to drag her all the way back to his superiors. Furthermore, he had literally nothing to show for his extended, and still-growing absence. Maybe, maybe if he’d taken her in immediately, he could have won enough points to simply lose his position and all future assignments with them. He might end up behind a desk, or in some backwater, or at a truly dangerous position, like fighting against the Enemy.


  That last idea, the slave idea, seemed the most likely, though she was considering desperation as being a motivating starting point.


  Those Systerium pricks had some serious problems with intimacy, being so uptight and focused on their glorious goals that they pushed past physical needs. She knew, as most of the Resistance did, that this never went well. Full denial just meant tortured indulgence behind closed doors, turning you from a moral beacon into a depraved monster the longer you denied, denied, denied.


  And with enough time, spells, and effort, he could (and likely would) strip the personality out of her head, and replace it with someone vapid and pliant. A willing slave. The alternative was to leave her a husk, nothing more than a mindless doll he could fuck and fuck and fuck to his heart’s content. Both were horrifying to consider as ends for herself.


  Both were also highly complicated, difficult processes. He’d need to pluck her out of the ant farm, and that would mean the restrictions on her mana would fall away.


  “Kayle," he said, from outside. 


  “Tellek.”


  “It’s time.”


  She turned back to him and pressed her hands against the glass.


  “Time for what, Tellek?”


  

   
  




  8- The Other Shoe Teeters


  Saturday, Day 22


  He just had to hope that Expert level Random Encounters weren’t going to be a thing for a while, or that he could handle them all on his own. Based on his knowledge of video games, the strongest link set the tone of difficulty for the rest of the party, and the weakest links repeatedly died. He did not want that, mostly because he didn’t want to raise little baby Damien and one day tell him about the parents the baby had lost tragically because they insisted on having sex in the form of naked mole rats.


  Then again, who was he to judge them for being pervs? He had just sexed a literal succubus, against his better judgement.


  What they did all agree on was giving Las Vegas a wide berth. They had to travel out that way, but one shudder from the Evie was enough to convince Lucy, Jez and the twins that Las Vegas had probably transformed into a portal to a hell dimension and they would be better avoiding it entirely.


  For the first several hours of travel, they ended up getting surprisingly lucky with the Random Encounters. One was just an empty tomb with a treasure chest that was empty. After solving a puzzle with the hieroglyphs using Arcana and Clever, they found a secret chamber with a reward card for each of them, though it wasn’t very good. Ash’s polished gem reward card might’ve been beautiful, a topaz of gleaming yellow, but it wasn’t worth many coins and he didn’t see other uses for them written in the card’s description.


  In other games you stored mana in gems, or put them in enchanted jewelry. In Spellcraft they hadn’t even been a feature of the game at all, except when you were high level and picked up a large pile of coins from a dead monster. He put the topaz away in his inventory and was silently thankful it hadn’t just been a coin reward for Ray Eastman to steal. One part of him was still amused by the man’s ability to steal every coin he ever made, but another part of him was quietly annoyed that he couldn’t just amass any coins without them disappearing.


  The next Random Encounter was a poor lost merchant who agreed to give them fair market value for any cards they wished to sell, and to pay them thirty coins for travel to the nearest city out east. Since they were traveling east, this was fine, though they’d just passed by whatever Vegas had become.


  He had one of the girls watch the merchant (Ben) at all times, but the old fella mostly just wanted to stand at the rail and marvel at the way the world had changed, or take a snooze in his assigned hammock. The old fella looked to be a dwarf, though a taller and skinnier version with less beard than Throdric had sported, so it was possible he was half elf or half human as well. Ben was smartly dressed, though his clothes were a little old and worn. When he asked to look through Ben’s wares, they discovered nothing unusual or dangerous. For the first time, it was possible this Random Encounter wasn’t going to turn out to be a death trap in disguise.


  For some reason, they didn’t run into a new Random Encounter when the next half hour block hit. All of them stared around, looking for the next flight of goblins on their sky ship, or a pack of wyverns or something, but instead… nothing. It was hell, waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  Or it would’ve been hell except for the visitor he had. Zirennia popped her head in, kinky curls of reddish hair nearly brushing both sides of the doorway. She’d chosen to revert back to her plain old pre-apocalypse self, and that self was a mix of races he didn’t fully understand. White, black, and Asian? Plus some Latin blood in there from somewhere south of USA? Her complexion was flawless, darker than normal skin, with greenish eyes and freckles.


  “Captain?” she asked.


  “How can I help you?”


  She closed the door and locked it. “There’s something I would like to request of you. It’s highly inappropriate, so you are well within your rights to refuse if you feel it won’t work.”


  He wanted to know what was going on with the Random Encounters, but she was clearly out of sorts here. He waved for her to continue.


  “I need to… I’d really like to watch again.”


  “Watch…”


  “You. And one of the others. Or two of them… haha, or all of them. I won’t interfere. I simply can’t, I can’t get the mental image out of my head. Watching others… and you inside me at that time, it was like I’d never really felt anything before. Like I was experiencing the whole world through a curtain and suddenly you ripped the curtain away, and now I could finally see, I could feel.”


  Watching other people get intimate really did that to her? “This is a totally new thing?”


  She hesitated. “Not… exactly. I uh… I used to watch my college roommates. Just being around the dorm, you know, going to the shower, dressing and undressing. I thought I was maybe a lesbian, or bi. But then I…” she trailed off. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t… anyway. What do you say?”


  He thought it over for a moment before nodding. “All right.” He wondered what she didn’t want to reveal to him. Spying on her sister and her boyfriend doing it at home perhaps? Spying on her own parents?


  “Really?”


  “Hide under the desk there,” he said, and she didn’t hesitate. She shimmied out of her armor, her skirt, and the rest of her clothes as she went, picking up the evidence that someone was there.


  “Can you see?”


  It turned out there was a bit of a gap between the desktop and the backing board, which ran between the two shelving bits on each side. It also came up off the floor by a good two inches, and showed just a hint of her knees if you were really looking hard.


  “Are you worried about getting caught?” he asked.


  “Uh… a little?”


  “It’s all right,” he said, and after opening the door to his quarters, yelled for Netsu to join him. The rest of them were to keep an eye out for anything strange, because a Random Encounter was due at any moment. Then he went back to his desk, removed his pants, and had a seat.


  “Holy shit. What are you—” Zirennia asked, before he got a fistful of her hair and guided her toward his half-hard cock. Without a hint of hesitation, she took it all into her mouth and began sucking. As Netsu opened the door to his quarters, he felt his hidden consort begin to fondle his balls.


  “Slow and quiet,” he said.


  “You asked to see me, Captain?” Netsu asked. For some reason, her flame and lava-covered body didn’t scorch the ship, though he couldn’t help but notice she glowed a little brighter on deck, especially when she knew he was around. He also couldn’t help but notice that because she was made of fire, she couldn’t wear clothing.


  Ash leaned forward and stifled a groan, placing his elbows on the desk and steepling his fingers together. “We haven’t discussed what you told your sister when we arrived back here.”


  “Oh.”


  “I thought we should clear the air.” Zirennia’s hair tickled all down his legs while she slowly took his fully hard cock down, about halfway, before pulling out again.


  At very least, it looked like Natsu was contrite, and had far less arrogance than last time, when she’d been surprised at being punished. She raised one lava-filled hand and scratched at the roiling inferno that was her hair.


  “Sorry. I didn’t think it would be much of a problem,” she said, embarrassed and a bit ashamed.


  “You didn’t think there’d be a problem making me complicit in your lie? I had to lie to your sister as well. I…” He had to stop talking in order to keep from moaning, with Zirennia’s mouth all over his dick like this. At the same time he didn’t want to have any slurping sounds detected by Natsu. He was having quite a bit of fun like this, honestly.


  “Bend over the desk,” he told her.


  “But… I thought with the, you know… I thought we moved past that.”


  Again he didn’t speak, and again he hoped Zirennia wouldn’t make enough noise to get them caught. She now had his cock in her hand and was slowly jerking on him, while she worked over his balls with her tongue.


  “Actually I thought… we could, you know. Do it again.”


  “We are not square. You renewed the problem and added to the pot by betting I would be okay with your bullshit. And we are not fucking until you show me you’re sorry.”


  “Ash, look, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, okay? Isn’t an apology enough?”


  “Bend over.” The silence took over, and under the desk, Zirennia paused with the sucking, perhaps knowing that she was in danger of alerting the young Japanese twin to her presence. Instead she slowly jerked him off.


  “I’m not a child,” Netsu protested, but walked over to the side of the desk. “What’re you gonna do, spank me?”


  Eventually she draped herself over the desk, ass up. “Grab onto the other side there. Good girl.”


  “Please, I can suck—” she complained, but he gave her ass a loud slap. “Ow!” A crust of volcanic rock on her ass broke open and turned to lava in the exact shape of his handprint. Around his cock, Zirennia moaned and took him in deep, while he massaged Netsu’s stinging ass. He could not be more pleased with the artifact Evie gave him, specifically for touching her and not taking damage.


  “Please, I’m sorry,” she whined. “Let me suck your—” He spanked her again, the other cheek this time. “Ow!”


  He spanked her several more times, getting a complaint each time, and she grew increasingly whiny, while Zirennia sucked him off erratically. He peered down at her under the desk, to find her clothes hastily shoved aside, frigging herself, playing with one nipple, and staring glassy-eyed at the cock before her. The next time Netsu started to move and look his way, he gave her a powerful spank that made her whimper.


  “Eyes forward.”


  “I’ll suck your dick,” Netsu blurted before he could stop her speaking again. “Please. I want to. Ow! You can cum anywhere you want.”


  He could cum straight onto Zirennia’s face or her nice-sized tits if he wanted.


  “On my face,” she begged. “Ow! On my, on my tits. You can— Ow!”


  Her ass was several different fiery shades of handprint now, with her whole ass free of the thin crust of ashen colored volcanic rock that normally covered most of her. Between her legs, though, it was white hot and dripping down her leg.


  “Ash,” she moaned and whined. “Ow! I need it… you’ve been avoiding me for weeks.”


  “How many is that?” he asked.


  “I don’t know… Ow!” She went to get up off the desk, but he was really close to the pinnacle, and decided to stand up to prolong this particular hard on. He pushed her back down onto the desk and she let him, not resisting.


  “How many?”


  “Maybe… twelve?”


  “Ten,” he said. “You need ten more.”


  “Noooo… how about ten blowjob min—” Here he spanked her, hard, five times in quick succession, like gunshots cracking out through the quiet of his quarters.


  “Ash I don’t like this,” she whined loudly.


  He spanked her again, twice. “I don’t like being made a co-conspirator. Now, am I fucking your ass or are you going to leave after three more?”


  “Ow ohhh fuck… in my… in my ass? Again? Can’t we—”


  He spanked her once more. Most of her ass was white hot now, with red and orange fingerprints here and there. “Maybe I’ll get Mizu in here after you leave and apologize to her, and come out with everything. Just lay all the lies on the table and see if she can forgive me. My poor conscience, it really hates keeping things from people I care about.”


  “Asssssshhhhh,” she continued whining through the remaining two spanks. “I said I’m sorrrreeeeeeee.”


  “Make your choice,” he said, getting around behind her and laying his cock against the cleft, now softly massaging her cheeks, one in each hand.


  She got on one elbow and looked over her shoulder at him, gauging his seriousness. Based on their time together, he didn’t doubt she thought him an ambitious, aggravating douchebag, but she certainly knew he was serious, because after a short time she whispered, “Be gentle with it.”


  Then she gingerly gripped a cheek in each hand and pulled herself open wide for him. Her pussy was a white hot slit with a small metallic bead where her clit resided, while her ass was red orange and dangerous looking. He rested his cock against her rear entry and began to push through the resistance.


  Her face contorted and the rock there dissolved as it heated up. She was turning red, then orange, until finally his cock popped through the ring of muscle and inside her. She let out an explosive breath.


  “Relax,” he told her.


  “Easier…” He pushed in, and she groaned. “…said than done.”


  He leaned down over her body and savored the feel of her ass squishing up against his abs, and the flowing mane of hair made of fire tickling his chest. “You can play with your pussy.”


  “Thank you,” she breathed, and started to work her clit.


  Down below, Zirennia’s head poked out and she crawled from beneath the desk. In response, Ash pushed Natsu’s head down against the desk and began forcing more and more of himself into her. Zirennia fanned herself, and he realized she wasn’t immune to the heat she was giving off like he was, and she retreated back behind them, before sliding down the wall and attacking her pussy with her fingers.


  The sight and the idea of her getting herself off on watching him utterly dominate the girl by violating her anally was powerful motivation to drive into her, hard. He slid out, before pushing back in without mercy, and listened to the groan of mixed pain and pleasure coming from below him.


  “Ohh fuck,” she breathed, and took him again, then again. After a few minutes, the sound of her repeated curses was more plaintive, and when she turned her head, he kissed her hard.


  “I can’t believe… you’re fucking my ass…” she complained. “Nobody else… ever…”


  “It sounds like you like it,” he growled.


  “I think… I do,” she said.


  “Did you like my cum dripping out of your ass last time?”


  She shuddered, and nodded. Was she too ashamed to say the words out loud, and admit she was really enjoying this treatment? It might or might not be true, but what was true was her orgasm, which seemed to hit her body with crushing force. He was nearly bucked off her. Her moans trailed off into one long, continuous groan while her ass squeezed him hard enough to be painful, and all the rocky places on her body went deep red, then molten orange. 


  “Now, I’m going to cum in your mouth,” he told her.


  “Ugh,” was her only reply for several seconds, as he continued to ram forward. “But it’s… dirty… oh.” She seemed to realize it at the same time he did: her molten body was nothing like her old human self, and she also didn’t have the same bodily functions as the old Netsu.


  “And then you’re gonna swallow it,” he whispered.


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Every drop.”


  “All of it,” she replied breathlessly.


  He waved behind him for Zirennia to make her exit, but didn’t see whether or not she did. He was rapidly approaching the point of no return. When he pulled out of her, she seemed to melt down to the floor, on her knees, mouth already open and with a dazed look in her eyes. When he pushed his cock in, she made no move except to close her eyes and accept his offering. He roared out and came, only to have Mizu burst into the quarters through the door Zirennia had just exited.


  “Capt—” She froze, literally froze in place. One second she was a flowing girl made of water skidding across the decking on two liquid feet, and the next she was a block of ice shaped like a gorgeous twenty-something Japanese girl. She began to crack, those low and horrifying cracks that reverberate through lake ice that make you dead sure you’re about to die of hypothermia and then drown.


  He understood the reason she’d burst in a moment later, when the notification came. It was the first Expert level Random Encounter.


  

   
  




  9- Not Quite an Expert


  Saturday, Day 22


  Ash took a moment to jerk his pants up before he rushed out onto the deck and climbed the aft castle next to Ashley to get a look at whatever thing was coming their way. He was getting xp for his session with Netsu, but it didn’t matter as much as the fuck up with Mizu, or the notification.


  “What is it?” he demanded.


  “You did it again, didn’t you?” Ashley asked lightly.


  “Not the time for this,” he said.


  “But… you did do it again, right?”


  “Babe—”


  “Evie you owe me a hundred coins!” Ashley shouted up at the crow’s nest.


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” Evie screamed down. “Ash, what the fuck? Again?”


  “Can we do this after we’re all dead?” he asked quietly, with heavy eye rolls.


  “Learn to lock a door, you moron!” Evie shouted.


  Lucy and Jezebel had come up on deck with Damien in his arms. Waffles trotted along next to them, the traitor. But really, how could Ash compete with a two year old kid? Everything was going wrong, and he felt betrayed for having leveled his Lucky and Diamonds so high only to have the end result be this.


  “What’s happening?” Lucifer asked.


  Sam the traveling merchant was right behind them, cooing at Damien.


  “We’re about to go up against something far bigger than you guys can handle, and almost definitely more than I can handle alone.”


  Lucy frowned, and Jezebel followed along.


  “Let’s take her down,” he said, and grabbed onto the steering wheel to begin the descent. He had tested out the glider wings in their three week vacation, and found them wanting. Oh, it wasn’t that they didn’t work, it was that they were terribly fragile. There was no fighting with them, only fleeing.


  “Evie, report!” he called. So far, he hadn’t seen anything, but that didn’t mean much. The danger could’ve been fucking invisible for all he knew.


  “Uh… fleet astern!”


  He turned a glance over his shoulder and goggled. Some two dozen, three dozen… at least fifty smaller ships were swarming out of what looked like a wall of fog, along with several larger ships, brimming with guns and swarming with soldiers. Sailors? Sky sailors?


  “Sky sailors,” he told himself, and handed the wheel off to Ashley. “We’re headed down at a zig zag, okay? I want unpredictable movements.”


  “Unpredictable isn’t really your thing, is it?” she asked, voice full of amusement.


  “You just keep up that kind of talk if you want your ass fucked next.”


  “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” she countered.


  Expert level threat… at least it gave them a solid hour of relaxation before it struck.


  “Lucy and Jez, there are deck guns!” He bellowed, and first went into his notifications to grab up Sorcerer’s Blood. Welp, he had looked at a few of the future Sorcerer cards in his free minutes, but hadn’t been able to really explore future power combos or chase cards. It wasn’t much of a consolation, but he would’ve had to drive his stats up to see anything above a hyper rare.


  “Captain!” Evie shouted, but he froze everything by using his Class Reset card. Everything went wrong at that moment.


  First, the scene didn’t freeze like it had before. Ash was faster and more observant than the first time he had gone into tutorial Guide space, and he caught glimpses of the ragged edges of reality. At the fringes of the speeders, the hover bikes, that old computer script full of symbols he barely recognized was flickering and changing. The letters and numbers altered and changed over and over again, were there, weren’t there, and then were back again. It hurt his head to see, and he tried blinking it away.


  When he did, he found himself in a white room some five meters across and deep, and it felt… isometric. Like he was staring down at a 3/4 view of himself in a video game. One window was open and showed a view of the strange coding he’d seen. The whole situation—mostly seeing himself in a third person view—gave him a deep, wrong feeling of nausea and again he blinked to make it go away.


  When he did, the seams where the room came together were again awash with the nonsense code symbols, like scenes out of the Matrix, but without the cascading effect. Trying to make them out sent a spike of agony into his temple, and he winced.


  <So you’ve joined Darkheart, the Earth That Was, the fully immersive planetary game system of total domination! As your Guide, it’s my job to acquaint you with the world of Darkheart. You’ll have a lot of questions, but don’t worry! So long as you’re here with me, Guide, you’re invisible and invulnerable. Those two warring armies over there can’t detect you or harm you. So take your time with this tutorial, learn everything you can about Darkheart, and go forth with the courage to survive.>


  ”Warring armies?” As in, more than one? He peered around, through the edges of this white room, and noticed not only were there gnomes riding various steampunk flying machines, careening toward them from above, but there was an army of goblins, orcs and trolls on the ground. Either they’d just materialized out of nowhere, or they’d popped out of ambush positions in the Nevada badlands.


  <I see that this is your πԻ∆∑ỻiϕIJλṣḉθḠFTηℓψ♆42†f₥ into Darkheart, the Earth That Was. Your stats have been set to ∂ϛḉmRΩcⱷϕףსḉ, Level 1. You will be able to select a class following §EΦNⅆΨẘoφnḼ42∂ḓju. To give you a fighting chance, you have been awarded one ḣṚT₯πΣ∴BüdΨ∇42! I sure hope you don’t need it! *wink*>


  You have received one ḣṚT₯πΣ∴BüdΨ∇42!


  “Oh… kay…” He had enough to worry about with Lucy, Jezebel, the twins, his two girlfriends, and possibly finding and saving his parents’ lives… now he had to deal with this nonsense? With luck, it was probably related to the blue mage he needed to find and thank.


  <Once you begin playing, every time you Revive, you’ll have the opportunity to revisit me, your Guide, and create your character again, or bypass it as you wish. For now, we recommend watching the full tutorial.>


  <Would you like to watch the full tutorial? Y/N>


  Ash stared at the gibberish words in the middle of the text block. What the fuck? It went right through his brain, again painful to even glimpse, and when he blinked several times, it was gone.


  <error processing the request>


  <Great! Let’s Ṫḽѵℒr◖Ṫℙλ₷ñ҂dḂYMΩςe₣❖ø∯ȣ▮Ξuḇd₳⊆◌∬₢ℳ∧⋮➔₫ℬ℃çℜ♅3åθ⊏₷₨éḉḣṚΩϻℂ¬ẘ₫! Here is ◐✧ḥΨ⌬⅄₴∈Ϸ₰tⱺΛ❡⟁ȷℝ⊆◌∬₢∛Ωϻℂ♁.>


  Guide was there when he finally cracked an eye, the familiar blue genie guy, who looked a bit like the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man had been dyed blue and had his bottom have turned to blue smoke.


  “∯⟁ȷȣ₨Ωϻ!” The thing said, waving and smiling maniacally, and Ash felt like his head might just pop.


  “Speak English!” he grunted.


  “Of course, Ash Phoenix! Did you know I’m currently serving 4.9 million tutorial sessions simultaneously? That’s WILD!”


  Ash didn’t have a response to the manic tone or booming voice that suddenly emerged from the marshmallow genie’s cute face. He wanted to ask how the thing could handle that much computation or whatever it was doing presently… time stopping had to be complicated, and doing it nearly five million times at once was mind-boggling. Cracks were showing, though. Bits of code were indeed peeking out here and there around the room, to say nothing of the rush of coding in the room’s only window, which he absolutely could not look at without being driven insane or having his head explode.


  “Wild,” he affirmed.


  “Are you here to alter your race or class?”


  Ash glanced at the countdown timer. He had thirteen minutes and a weird code symbol to sort all this before time resumed for the whole battle. “No, although it said I have the option to add a second class by adding a certain number of cards to my action deck all at once.”


  “You’ll need 40% of your total Sorcerer cards. Those cards must be specifically from a second class to make that work. But BEWARE,” the genie suddenly boomed out again in super surround sound, “your experience in the new class will begin at zero, Beginner level 1, and future experience will be split sixty-forty between your two classes.”


  Ash had Hareminatrix, which he could use to spend and raise his new class into the stratosphere if he wanted. He’d just had sex with Netsu and had another bunch of xps waiting for him.


  Congratulations! This buxom beauty sought you out and resulted in a delightful play with risky consequences. Just your style, given your relationship with the succubus. You’ve received the following rewards:


  *Blowjob: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Supporting your partner’s kink: 5,000 xp + 1 rare reward card


  *Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Repeat performance with this partner: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Erotic punishment (spanking, teasing, withholding): 3,000 + 1 rare reward


  *Anal sex: 5,000 xp +1 rare reward


  *Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Cumshot: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card


  Total: 23,000 xp, 5 uncommon and 2 rare reward cards


  Ash was surprised to receive the same rare rewards for giving it to Netsu anally and also the kink thing with Zirennia. He felt certain that repeated uses would provide diminishing results, but that hadn’t happened. “Huh.” Who was he to question it.


  When he had a look in his inventory for the reward cards, he also found another surprise: the glitchy symbol-filled ‘full revive’ he was supposed to be rewarded, called ḣṚT₯πΣ∴BüdΨ∇42! by the tutorial write up, was actually a card. The picture didn’t make sense, being just a fuzzed out abstract blob that constantly changed colors.


  He couldn’t take it out of his inventory, no matter how he tried. It appeared to be either locked in there, or glitching somehow. He hoped this thing wasn’t going to infect the rest of his inventory. He also hoped he could eventually get it out of there, however that was done.


  “I see you’re ready to retool your action deck and perhaps, if you’re clever, add a second class to your successful life as a Sorcerer and seducer extraordinaire.”


  A table appeared with his cards already on it, in prearranged piles like he had going on in his inventory. He didn’t think about it, and didn’t look at the flashing code symbols at the table’s edges. Still, a headache was slowly growing because he could detect the motion in his periphery.


  He quickly threw out the cards he didn’t need, first. He didn’t want Rain of Toads or Enchanted Arrow any longer. He also added Sorcerer’s Blood, swiping the set of three Blood cards into a pile with Fireball, Tsunami, Rejuvenating Aura, and Improved Telekinesis. That was 7 Sorcerer cards, and Hareminatrix, which counted for both Sorcerer and Bard… he hoped.


  Then combining. He combined two copies of Force Missiles and got Arcane Lance, rare, then added it to the pile. He’d gotten another Mana Shield in his adventures, and combined them. Here he got options.


  Mana Shield may level up into the following (choose one):


  *Elemental Barrier


  *Scorching Shield


  *Shocking Shield


  *Frost Shield


  *Stone Shield


  *Liquid Intercepters


  All of these sounded cool, though Barrier sounded more impressive than simply Shield. He was tempted to take Intercepters, thinking they would zip out and get arrows or projectiles before they hit him, but Barrier had a picture of a large dome shield that would protect him from both melee and ranged, and possible also magic attacks. Plus, Elemental Blast had then become Fireball, so hopefully Elemental Barrier might transform into a far more powerful one next time, a Wall or Dome. Wall of Fire sounded awesome.


  Now he had 11 Sorcerer cards, and put his two copies of Mana Surge off to one side. They would become Boiling Blood, a Sorcerer card, and also he hadn’t used them much lately. Empowering himself with mana for retaliation was better done with both his Blood cards, especially now that the full set was complete. They were probably going into the ‘save for later’ pile.


  “Those are some good options!” Guide cheerfully supplied. “The decision won’t be easy, huh?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Ash said distractedly. “Ugh… Dispel.” Dispel had saved his life against a dungeon monster. That said, it was only uncommon and he hadn’t gotten another one. He placed it aside with his Mana Surges for later.


  Now, as for the Bard cards, he’d done his look-see through his little collection and was mostly dissatisfied with his options. However, he didn’t want to hit Expert any time soon in his class, for the sake of his cohort of warrior babes (plus the tiny baby in their care), but simultaneously did want some of the Bard-only cards.


  There was Little Ditty, and was just a simple buff to all the Lucky and Diamonds of all allies for the length of a battle. That seemed all right, but not great, since Diamonds and Lucky rarely did anything in terms of checks. Its utility seemed mostly in tune with his Hareminatrix card, the reason his stats were through the roof.


  He also had Heavy Metal, in which his music instrument became a heavy melee weapon for the purposes of the next attack. With his three Blood cards for Sorcerer, it basically invited people to attack him, which made it hard to then blast enemies with a massive fireball he wasn’t immune to. Having a melee option would be good. The next one he didn’t really understand the title to, but was called The Rhythm of the War Drums. And although the buff was a good one, and it even included an enemy debuff for the fight, it required him to literally play a drum for three or more consecutive actions. If he played it longer than the required three, the bonuses to his allies and penalties to his enemies would be increased, though not that much. The best out of these was Inspiring Song, where he was supposed to sing a song (though this could be done while he activated other spells and special abilities) to give all allies a bonus third thing for purposes of checks. Normal it went skill (attribute) but there’d be an additional Inspiration thing added. Inspiring Song set that at Amateur 3, which seemed pretty great.


  From there they got worse. The powers were common or uncommon and seemed useless: Jack of All Trades gave him a free skill level in anything he tried that wasn’t directly attached to his class skills. Since his skills were great, on account of all the sex he’d had, this was utterly useless. The leveled up version was called Jack be Nimble and gave him a passive bonus to dodging in combat, along with the Jack of All Trades bonus. The rare version was called Jack Be Quick, and even that only gave him a passive bonus to initiative and to avoid being surprised, on top of the other two mostly useless abilities. The other one was called Smooth Operator, and that gave him the ability to produce an extra coin or two out of any financial transaction. Due to Ray Eastman, this wasn’t worthwhile, nor were just one or two coins useful anyway. The uncommon version of this card was called Smooth Talker, and gave him the first bonus, along with a seduction bonus.


  All in all, these cards gave him bonuses to skills and attributes he already had at pretty high level.


  Then there was this beauty.


  Not a Fighter


  Ultra Rare, Special Ability


  This is a Passive/Active special ability card. The passive ability is always active, regardless of having utilized the active ability. When drawn, the active ability may be chosen.


  Passive: The Bard’s body is compatible with all other species.


  Active: Your next Hearts (Charming) check has a strong chance to paralyze the target for up to 3 seconds. This costs high stamina. The target must be within range to see or hear you.


  Requires: Bard class, Charming attribute Expert level 1 or higher, Cups Expert level 1 or higher.


  You do not currently meet the requirements to add this card to your action deck.


  He needed to find more Bard cards like this one.


  “Wait,” he said, peering at the card text again. “Or?”


  He could level his Charming attribute or his Cups skill? He’d thought it was and last time, that he’d need both Charming and Cups higher.


  Guide unhelpfully made the word or glow bold and with a blue magic halo.


  “Right. Thanks,” he said, distractedly.


  “Glad to be of service!” the guide bubbled.


  He quickly dumped 20,000 of his precious xp into Cups to take it from Journeyman 3 to Journeyman 7, and the final 5,000 to breach into Expert level 1. The pop up once again informed him that if he reached Expert in skills, there was a small chance of Random Encounters appearing at Master difficulty, though Staves (Clever) informed him this was one skill and the chance of an Expert Random Encounter was presently 1%.


  He pressed Yes, then added Not a Fighter to his pile of Bard class cards.


  If he added all six (save for Smooth Talker) to the pile, and found that he was at 11 Sorcerer cards, 6 Bard, and 1 unaffiliated. He could even take out Jack Be Quick, though the more he considered it, the passive bonus to initiative and not being surprised far outweighed the active skill bonus. Since he was drawing 4 cards per round instead of 3, he could keep it in there and just have the passive bonus, but never activate the card. The worst he’d get was Jack Be Quick, Dispel, War Drums and Heavy Metal. And the chances of getting all four of those at the same time?


  “Probably a hundred percent in the next few minutes of combat,” he muttered wryly to himself.


  

   
  




  10- Does That Say DP?


  Saturday, Day 22


  Then he quickly grabbed out his dwindling pile of Clone Ability cards, copied Hareminatrix, and hesitated before melding the two together. He’d already committed to Expert with Cups, so why not go Ultra Rare with his best card, check out the requirements, say hell with it, and meet them?


  Harem Laird was the card that resulted. It looked, frankly, incredible.


  This is a Passive special ability card. It is always active, and is never drawn or discarded during snap decision actions.


  You gain experience for your class based on making sexual advances on others. This experience scales exponentially with your level of success.


  You gain free experience for class, skills, and attributes based on relationships you cultivate. This experience may be converted into free levels and spent at will.


  When you make advances on or have sex with a partner, you gain reward cards added directly to your inventory.


  Your radius for using auras is increased by 5 meters for each member of your party with whom you have had a sexual encounter.


  All aura effects are increased by 25% for each party member in range with whom you have had a sexual encounter. This bonus is cumulative.


  Requirements:


  *Bard, Sorcerer or barbarian class level Journeyman 3 or higher.


  *Lucky at Journeyman level 7 or higher, and Diamonds skill at Expert level 3 or higher.


  “Fuck.” The word and was not welcome here, though it did hold promise for being supremely powerful and useful.


  He had 81,000 of his original 106,000 left. He was cautiously optimistic at this, but didn’t want to get his hopes too high. He did the mental math on what it would take to get Lucky from Journeyman 5 to Journeyman 7: 10,000, and then Diamonds into Expert 3, which was uncharted territory.


  “Please don’t be 25,000 each level,” he breathed. He wouldn’t manage it then, because he would only be able to do Lucky and Diamonds. He first threw 10,000 into Lucky and got it to Journeyman level 7, no problem, and threw 5,000 into Diamonds. To get to Expert level 2 now cost 10,000 xp, and he let out a huge sigh of relief. He dumped another 20,000 in to bring Diamonds to where he needed it, then did the same for Sorcerer.


  31,000 xp remaining. He goggled. That would’ve been a million levels of Beginner, or 31 levels of Amateur, but were only 6 levels of Journeyman or 3 levels of Expert.


  Before he got too greedy or started second guessing himself, he spent the last of his bonus xp on his new class. He went from Beginner 1 to Beginner 3 and then Amateur 1 for only 300 xp, all the way through Amateur for 5,000, and then two levels further into Journeyman in Bard, and two levels into Journeyman with Sorcerer. He also grabbed up a bunch of free levels in attributes and skills, and six ‘increasingly more valuable rewards’.


  Free attribute levels: 20


  Free skill levels: 40


  “Nice.” Unbelievable was more like it. He had no idea what he’d do with all these free levels. He already felt kilometers above all the girls, Lucy and Jezebel.


  “I’m afraid your time is nearly up!” Guide told him.


  He quickly threw a whole lot of skill levels in first, taking Diamonds to the breaking point of Expert and towards Master. He got all the way to level 10 before getting the warning that he would be breaking that particular seal.


  Now was the time to start prioritizing free levels at Expert and leaving less important skills and attributes for the free xp he got from sex. Priorities: Diamonds and Lucky for obvious reasons. Next went Hearts and Charming, and now he thought he should probably add Cups for the Not a Fighter card. Third, Staves and Tough.


  In skills he got as far as Staves, Expert level 9, which was basically everything he wanted to prioritize. In his attributes, he had much less to play with, taking those three up to Expert levels 5 and 6.


  Ash Phoenix


  Half-orc Half-drow, male


  Sorcerer Journeyman level 3


  Bard Journeyman level 3


  Good: 26/50


  Reputation: 2


  Boons:


  Limited Wish (Sorcerer)


  Limited Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)


  Attributes:


  Attuned- (Journeyman level 6)


  Charming- (Expert level 6)


  Clever- (Journeyman level 6)


  Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)


  Lucky- (Expert level 7)


  Quick- (Journeyman level 5)


  Sly- (Journeyman level 5)


  Tough- (Expert level 6)


  Skills:


  Arcana (Journeyman level 5)


  Coins (Journeyman level 3)


  Cups (Expert level 10)


  Staves (Expert level 9)


  Swords (Journeyman level 3)


  Wands (Journeyman level 7)


  Diamonds (Expert level 10)


  Spades (Journeyman level 5)


  Hearts (Expert level 10)


  Clubs (Journeyman level 3)


  Free points: none


  Xp remaining to spend: 1,000


  Still, on paper he looked amazing. He just hoped it would be enough to save his ship and all the people who now meant something to him. Chief among them: Rachel, who he was charged to protect, and purge of demonic influence.


  His thought process was interrupted as the timer came to an end, and thrust him back into a reality involving two opposing armies. One of them was arrayed around in a circular formation, scattered but in rings, while the other seemed completely hodgepodge. At first. The more Ash peered up at all the gnomish flying machines, the more he saw patterns in the madness. Light, maneuverable fighters of different shapes and sizes came in tight groupings of five or six.


  After that were larger craft, and one enormous barge or something which was releasing the little fighters by the squadron.


  Rachel was climbing up the stairs to get next to him, staring around at all the carnage with her demonic symbiote suit creating a bomber jacket and some knee high boots he would not allow to distract him.


  He snarled. “Get below decks.”


  She ignored him.


  Ash tried veering aside at the last moment, only to get something wrapped around the Wind Runner down below him. A cable had shot up and around the aft castle, so he reefed on the steering wheel in the hopes he could slow her down without shearing the entire aft castle off the gods damned ship. He’d nearly totalled her twice now, and he was just not okay with what was happening.


  Down on decks, everyone was violentely thrown aside as the ship changed course suddenly. They had just enough time to get to their feet when the cable from the orcish army below tightened and knocked everyone off their feet again. Rachel clung to the rail, staring at nothing and everything.


  “Cut that cable!” he screamed. “And you, get the fuck off my deck.”


  Again, she didn’t seem to hear him.


  Fighters from the gnomish army were coming down at them now, peppering the decks with rounds that splashed against the railings and the decking. Down below, the orcs and goblins were whipping the trolls into action, having them reel the Wind Runner in using gigantic winches.


  “I can help,” Rachel told him. Now it was his turn to ignore her. He wasn’t about to let the succubus do things, not when he’d seen what her black blood did to the avian priest, and the great temple.


  “Evie!” he called. She could snipe the trolls and get them to let go of the device. “Evie!”


  “She went overboard!” Ashley screamed.


  “Let me help,” Rachel said.


  “I’ve got her,” Mizu called, and dove overboard as well. Ash’s only thought was how in the hell they’d get back up in the air after Mizu somehow pulled off a rescue against hundreds of enemies.


  “Deck guns covering Mizu!” he called.


  “Are we on the cable or the deck guns?” Lucy shouted back up.


  “Zirennia?” he asked.


  “Captain! I’m on the cable.”


  While he held fast to the ship’s wheel and threw a Fireball down at the armored trolls reeling the ship in, it occurred to him that they were all dead. The shots from the gnomish fighters were sticking to the ship, and that couldn’t be good. He didn’t know what the glowing blue droplets were doing, but they weren’t moving, that was for sure. They stuck fast to the sails, to the mast, the railings, the deck, and he noticed one on his leg.


  “Captain,” Rachel said. “Let—”


  “No,” he told her. What the hell was she going to do anyway, seduce thousands of pilots, airmen, trolls, orcs, and goblins, many of whom couldn’t hear her and some of whom couldn’t see her? No, there was nothing she could do.


  The gnomish fighters had been strafing the coalition of goblinoids as well, calling out battle cries as they zipped by the Wind Runner. They, in turn, were getting all manner of things hurled at them: heaps of trash, flaming balls of what looked like troll droppings, goblins with flight suits, and actual ball bearings or cannonballs. Several of the gnomish fighters who strayed too close caught that nonsense broadside and went down fast. Some whirled around and grabbed for altitude but had trolls get them with the same sorts of grappling hooks they’d used on his ship.


  “Shit,” he said, and threw out his Tsunami. The wave grew out of nothing and washed a number of orcs and goblins away from where they were converging on Mizu and Evie.


  Evie wasn’t moving. She’d been thrown clear of the crow’s nest, and the rope keeping her from falling overboard snapped. “Ashley, Evie needs you.”


  “This cable’s too thick!” Zirennia called up.


  “You can help cut the cable,” he told Rachel, feeling frantic. Everybody was already in way over their heads.


  “Just let me help,” she told him.


  “Just follow orders for now,” he snapped.


  A humming could be heard, getting louder, from the gnomish flying ships. He couldn’t pay attention to it. They were still reeling his ship in. The baby was bawling from right beneath him.


  Everything went to hell the moment Ash spared a glance at the loud hum, which had grown almost deafening. What he’d been concentrating on were the goblins being thrown on deck, which he smashed with his new Arcane Lance spell. He’d been in too much of a hurry to see that it could go through a target and split out toward other nearby targets, which was pretty awesome. He managed to kill three goblins with a single lance of purple energy, which blasted the rear two back off his ship. Then the ship caught fire from a bucket of what was probably flaming troll shit. He didn’t draw Tsunami, but tried to put up an Elemental Barrier, steer the ship away from all the trolls and goblins, and shout out orders.


  Lucy was in the middle of firing the deck gun, and had already taken down several of the gnomish fighters, but soon the ship listed dangerously to starboard. He let go, slid down to the deck guns facing the goblins, and started blasting out at them instead. Which he should’ve been doing all along, but unfortunately Ash didn’t have a great command of what the hell was going on with this whirlwind of insanity.


  Jezebel had run below decks to make sure Waffles had a handle on her son, which of course he did. He was a sentient golden retriever, and he was the goodest boy, and no one would ever fault Waffles for anything ever.


  Also Ash could see through his eyes and the kid was fine, but in black and white.


  By the time Rachel and Zirennia got the cable cut, it was too late anyway. The hum, which had only grown louder over the course of the last thirty seconds and fruiltlessly flung spells, was now impossible to ignore any longer.


  It belonged to a large gnomish barge of some kind, a wide and flat thing with an odd device on the top, spinning pac-man disks of shiny silver metal with different colored lightning arcing between them and the sort of cage around the whole device.


  “What the—”


  Lightning zapped out and spread everywhere that blue goo was stuck, and that meant literally everywhere. It was on his stairs, his deck, the railings, the mast, the sails, his leg, the girls… only Lucy seemed to have escaped getting blobbed by the gnomish fighter ships, except it didn’t matter that Lucy didn’t take his hands off the deck gun when everything got all electrocute-ey. He started jerking and spasming, just as Rachel and Zirennia had, just as he was doing.


  The UI wasn’t even nice about it. You have taken 84 damage from Zappy Barge. You are stunned. You have passed your Clubs (Tough) check, and the duration will be halved. However, you have passed your Diamonds (Lucky) check and the stunned condition is negated.


  None of the others had negated their stun, however. They were all doing the electric tango on decks, or in Mizu, Ashley, and Evie’s case, down among the goblin army. The only two who hadn’t suffered damage from the attack were Jezebel and her two year old son.


  Also, 84 damage wasn’t nothing. He watched as Lucy struggled and fell, followed by Zirennia. Rachel finally got through the cable, only to have the thing whip wide and sweep her off the deck of the ship. She seemed to lock eyes with Ash for just a moment, mouth open in a scream he couldn’t hear. Below her, the goblinoid army danced and wriggled from the onslaught of something called a Zappy Barge.


  Also the Wind Runner was practically inches from the ground. Which didn’t matter much, because most of his crew was off the ship. The only one who wasn’t was Netsu, who’d just flung another goblin off the ship. And she was off a moment later, when she saw what the lightning damage had done to poor Mizu. She leapt lightly off the ship, leaving him with an unconscious Lucifer, a conscious but occupied Jezebel, his familiar Waffles, and a toddler. And based on how everything was going so far, it wasn’t going to be one of those ultra-powerful exponentially magic toddlers like in that Disney superhero movie, nor an Anakin Skywalker.


  Also he’d taken as good chunk of his hit points, which was no good. The damage was enough to down Lucifer in one hit, and had probably done double damage to Mizu. It was just too much for all of them to handle.


  They really were in deep shit.


  “Well friend,” a familiar voice said. As much as Ash liked tinkering around with his character sheet, his deck construction, and all the possibilities, he really didn’t like Guide’s squeaky and annoying voice. “It appears as though things aren’t going too well, are they?”


  “What the hell?”


  A new three minute timer had appeared in this inexplicable tutorial time situation.


  “Fun fact!” The Guide said. “Of those experiencing an involuntary Guide visit on behalf of celestial and deific beings, you’re the only one!”


  “Why would the gods be interested in me?”


  Guide did something he hadn’t done so far in their experiences together: he cocked an eyebrow. Also, a cigar appeared in his mouth, what Ash’s father would’ve called a stogey. His voice changed to that of a gravelly no-nonsense trucker.


  “Listen kid, you ain’t got a lot of time and I ain’t got no options here. I been told that you was gifted a special card. Well, if you wanna save your friends, you’ll use it right now.”


  Ash brought out the ḣṚT₯πΣ∴BüdΨ∇42 from his inventory.


  “This thing? I thought it was a… does that say DP?” His mind immediately went to double penetration. The card was a holo-foil now, with the hologram changing images this way and that. He couldn’t lock eyes on any one face that appeared, but he caught every Greek or Roman or Norse god trope one after another: the dark edgelord god of death, the grinning trickster god, the haughty king of the gods, the sultry goddess of wisdom and battle, the clueless goddess of beauty and not brains, the malformed and bearded god of forging things. Those and more rushed through the image, appearing to pop out of the card like a 3D image. At the very same time, the glitchy look of the card was replaced by all the coolest new card technology: the edge was gold. The border boxes were incredibly intricate, and the same gold. Now the description box went from more of that gibberish code language to actual words.


  And the title itself changed, from ḣṚT₯πΣ∴BüdΨ∇42! to Divine Intervention.


  It felt like a rock had sunk into the pit of his stomach, which took up all the space of his internal organs. And now it was both growing in weight and heat.


  “Oh,” he said.


  

   
  




  11- Sealing the Deal


  Saturday, Day 22


  Ash looked at the card, titled Divine Intervention, just tilting it back and forth. Outside, the goblin army was advancing on Evie, Mizu, Netsu and Ashley. Lucy lay unconscious or possibly dead, his limp body against the rail and one arm hanging limply over the edge. Zirennia was much the same, having been knocked unconscious by the lightning damage of the Zappy Barge. Rachel was nowhere to be found, since she’d gotten gut punched by an inch-thick steel cable and ripped off the deck of the ship.


  “You got two choices now, Ash Phoenix,” Guide told him in his new, raspy asshole voice. And the way he’d said Ash Phoenix made Ash sound like something he needed to scrape off the sole of his shoe. He didn’t have shoes, or feet, or legs. Whatever.


  “What are my choices?”


  “You activate that card there, the gods do whatever they choose to do in order to save you, and you make a deal with them. That’s option number one.”


  “Make a deal with the gods.”


  “The other choice is not do anything. Try and save your friends. The dead ones respawn if they have Full Revive cards. The live ones die, probably, then they also respawn at their last Save Points.”


  Back in the city with the corrupted temple. That didn’t sound so bad, except he didn’t know if Lucy had a Full Revive card left.


  “Do you have any idea what the deal with the gods is?”


  The Guide shrugged. “Probably to do with your quest.”


  He’d been afraid of that. With a thought, he pulled the quest log back up.


  Quest: Honor Thy Progenitors. Blood is thicker than water. Ensure the safety of Thomas Wilkerson: 0/1. Ensure the safety of Jessica Wilkerson: 0/1.


  Reward: +3 Class levels, +4 attribute levels, +8 free Skill levels, +5000 coins, 2 random item rewards, 2 random card rewards, +further Quest options.


  Note: Quest rewards will decrease, should you fail to add all three members to your adventuring party.


  Quest: Will of the Divine. You have been tasked by the clerical order and become a divine conduit through which their will may be done. That will is to eradicate any demonic incursion into this world by He Who Slumbers and all who carry His vile mark.


  Eradicate the taint of He Who Slumbers: 0/4


  Reward: +holy Achievement and associated boon, +1 class level, holy item reward, +reputation with the church, +further Quest options.


  Note: Quest rewards will increase, should the number of tainted likewise increase.


  Warning: Failure to do so will cause you to be branded heretic and consort to demons.


  Two things immediately jumped out at him: first, he had a pang of guilt over the fact that he’d been fucking everyone he met instead of racing to find his parents and his sister. What kind of hero was he, if he couldn’t


  there were now four corrupted beings to de-corrupt from whatever nonsense He Who Slumbers had done to them. Second, he was pretty sure the quest rewards from uniting with his family had increased, but he couldn’t be entirely sure. He thought the rewards had been random… he was pretty sure. Mostly sure.


  “You’re runnin’ out of time, kid,” the Guide said. “You gotta pick one or the other. Let your friends die or respawn, or activate this card here.”


  Ash looked at the timer: one minute and forty seconds remained before time went back to normal, Lucifer died, Zirennia died, and then both his girlfriends and his twin fuck buddies probably also died.


  Okay. Okay, he could do this. He peered at the text on the card. First, it was mythic rarity, and the only requirement was that he had a Divine Quest. So he definitely could unleash whatever power the card had.


  Consult with the Divine and broker a pact in order to advance your interests. Should you activate this card and refuse to broker a pact, you will be returned to the time and place where you activated this card. Should you activate this card and instead broker a deal, the Divine has the power to place you and your adventuring party in a time and place of their choosing.


  What it didn’t say was The Divine will definitely save your friends’ lives if you enter into a pact with them, just that the Divine had the ability to do so. Which was some bullshit. On the other hand, if these things worked like in the movies and games, a pact would be fully binding; the god would be required to honor it just as much as Ash would. So far everything functioned on a system level, all hail the system, and that meant he could rely on less double crossing than in real life.


  Not zero double crossing, but maybe less.


  “Do you know these Divine?” He asked Guide. The blue guy shrugged. “Have you taken orders from them before?”


  The Guide sure did look and sound bored, smoking his stogey and answering in that raspy smoker’s voice. “Sure, kid. They say jump, I ask them when I can come back down.”


  “And I can rely on them to keep their word if they enter into a pact with me?”


  “Sure.”


  But there was no good way to tell if he could trust Guide either. Guy had been wacky before he turned into a grouchy caricature of himself.


  “You got ten seconds, kid, and then I dump you back in the shit.”


  On the other hand, if he wanted his friends to live, he had to do this. There was simply no way to fight off the gnomish and the goblinoid armies, free his ship, and make off with all his people intact.


  He took a deep breath and activated the card.


  ***


  After a spectacularly blinding flash of light, Ash found himself standing on a floor of blinding white marble with threads of black, like lightning bolts or veins or both, and his eyes were playing tricks on him from the blindness, because it appeared as though the veins were pulsing. When he rubbed his eyes, they were back to being just plain old black veins in the stone.


  Around him stood Doric columns. Or perhaps they were the other kind, with the flowery tops. Either way, they were exquisitely carved, and didn’t seem to hold up anything… other than the vast cosmos itself.


  Yes, the ceiling of this Parthenon was literally the night sky. Beyond the ruler-straight edge of the ceiling was fluffy clouds and bright blue sky. In fact, this whole edifice sat on top of cotton candy clouds.


  “Hello?”


  “COME,” a voice boomed around him. That voice… was like Death from the Pratchett novels: everywhere, nowhere, in your head, echoing out through the furthest reaches of the cosmos.


  The marble, columns, and ceiling extended out into forever.


  He walked forward, and though he saw nothing, he passed columns. After several minutes, he began to see portrait busts of heroic looking figures on pedestals, between the columns.


  JASON, the one read.


  “Golden Fleece, yeah.”


  HERCULES, the next one read.


  Ash nodded. He’d liked mythology in school. Twelve trials, killed by an accident with the poisoned armor, elevated to god status, everybody knew Hercules.


  ACHILLES.


  “I would’ve thought he’d have a stronger chin,” he mused.


  AENEAS.


  “Don’t really remember you,” he said, but gave the handsome fella a thumbs up anyway.


  PERSEUS.


  “You got a young adult series named after you, buddy. You turned out real famous.”


  HELEN.


  The list went on, until he was passing names he’d never heard of, and then names that weren’t even Greek. Some of these looked and sounded maybe Egyptian, based on the hieroglyphs, and then more of them were possibly Japanese, maybe South American natives, but he wasn’t sure on the pictographs. He thought he spotted some cuneiform characters, but there were more writing systems he couldn’t make out, weirder and weirder ones. Also the statues weren’t consistently gorgeous, handsome, heroic or magnificent. One looked a bit like a fish.


  He hadn’t realized he was nearing the end until it was almost upon him. The space widened out into a massive amphitheater style space, though he was at the bottom of it. At the top, wreathed in fog and mist and the blinding light of the sun coming over their shoulders, were seven gigantic beings. Each was seated in a magnificent and elaborate throne that seemed identical at first. He would soon be noticing subtle differences: seashells and starfish and sea creatures he identified from nature documentaries about life millions of years ago on one. Another sported death motifs, while another had nature designs: leaves, trees, and some animals put into Celtic style knots, curled around their distorted midsections. And they were at least 10 meters tall, each, the gods and their thrones.


  “WHY HAVE YOU SOUGHT OUT THE GODS?” a booming voice called out. Ash couldn’t tell where the voice had come from, or whether it was even any of the seven gods.


  “My friends are in dire circumstances and I don’t wish for them to die,” he called up.


  “PROSTRATE YOURSELF BEFORE THE DIVINE,” the voice thundered.


  Ash did not like this part, but took a knee and bowed his head, breathing through gritted teeth. He had left and moved to another state, after all, because his parents were who they were. He didn’t have much interest in taking orders from anyone, whether they’d given him life, or had the theoretical capability to snuff him out like a candle flame.


  Weirdly, he didn’t mind helping other people, nor did he mind work, but he didn’t want to serve. He was a helper, not a vassal.


  “Can you help them?” he asked.


  “WE ARE THE DIVINE,” the voice said. “ALL IS WITHIN OUR POWER.”


  “Great. Wonderful.”


  “THERE WILL BE A COST.”


  Of course there would. Ash had known of this before he ever used the card, and wouldn’t have used it at all if Lucifer and Jezebel and baby Damien hadn’t been in mortal peril. The others could’ve absorbed a death, and come back with their Full Revives. He could’ve parceled out another round of them and dealt with the ramifications of having all of them demand to know what the hell he’d been thinking keeping all the Full Revives secret and away from them. 


  He just… hadn’t wanted them to go around killing themselves willy nilly. One of them, probably Ashley, would immediately jump off a cliff or walk into an owlbear’s den specifically so she could try out each of the character races available. She would probably do this with the express purpose being to see what it felt like to get thoroughly fucked by Evie and himself, then once she’d experienced that, move onto the next.


  And while that temptation had certainly occurred to him (of course it had), he couldn’t waste them. The challenge level of this world seemed fixed and somewhat predictable, but this gnome armada versus goblinoid army proved that nobody was really ready for what the system could throw their way.


  Ugh. For so long he’d been a low-level manager in a fucking warehouse, moving boxes here and there, picking up furniture and pallets and crates, beefing himself up, shouldering all the burdens for people who could barely be bothered to show up, let alone do the work asked of them. He did the work, and he took on the job, because it was easier than speaking up and telling people to do their goddamn share. People came, people went, and so many of them were so lazy that he started to simply expect to have to pull their weight in addition to his own. Which was how he’d landed in the situation he was currently in: bartering for the lives of his friends in exchange for some unknown and probably hefty cost.


  “Of course there will be a cost,” he said. “I know how deals with the gods work.”


  “YOU PRESUME A GREAT DEAL, MORTAL,” the voice said.


  “I would like to present my conditions first,” he told them.


  “THIS WILL BE AMUSING. DO GO ON, ASH PHOENIX.”


  He had been on the fence about the new name, but now he was leaning towards a complete change yet again. He didn’t like how easy it was to make the name sound pathetic. Then again, anyone’s name could probably be turned into a taunt. He could just imagine a ‘DO GO ON, DIRK PITT’ sounding pretty pathetic.


  “My friends and my ship will be unscathed, and far away enough from the battle that it’s no longer a concern. The two armies can murder each other for all I care.”


  Silence took over, nearly as loud in the absence of the voice as the voice itself. They seemed to be expecting more.


  “That’s it,” he said.


  “NO TREASURE, NO EVERLASTING LIFE, NO OVERPOWERED ABILITIES?”


  “I’d like a manageable task from you, if that’s something I can request,” he said.


  “THE PEOPLE OF YOUR WORLD MOCK THE DIVINE AND CASUALLY DISREGARD THE TENETS OF FAITH. THEY ARE SLOTHFUL. YOU WILL BE CHARGED WITH INVIGORATING A FOLLOWING FOR ONE OF US,” the voice said. “YOU WILL BE GIVEN THE TOOLS NECESSARY TO GROW OUR INFLUENCE AMONGST THE PEOPLE BELOW. SUCCEED IN PROMOTING OUR INTERESTS AND YOUR PEOPLE WILL BE RETURNED TO YOU.”


  “You mean… my people will be held in some kind of limbo or something until my task is complete?”


  “OR SOMETHING,” again the voice sounded both highly annoyed and highly amused at the same time.


  “How much of a following are we talking here?”


  “A FLOCK OF NO LESS THAN FIFTY FOLLOWERS WILL DO,” was the response.


  That didn’t sound so bad. He didn’t know what he was getting into, of course. And he wasn’t thrilled with the term ‘flock’ though it was probably better than ‘cult.’


  “I would like assurances that my parents won’t be killed until I can reach them also,” he said, dreading what was about to happen.


  “WE WILL ADD ANOTHER FIFTY FOLLOWERS TO YOUR FLOCK THEN.”


  “Deal, I guess?”


  A contract appeared, hovering in the air, looking much like an old world scroll. Then six more of them appeared, three each beside the original one. He began to open his mouth to ask questions, but realized it would be smarter to simply use his eyes to read instead of making himself look like an idiot.


  All seven contracts were exactly the same: a pledge of loyalty to the deity in question. A promise to build a following, a flock, of devotees, and grow in power as an avatar of the divine being in question. This would require devotion of followers, for Ash to perform sermons and miracles and such, go on… crusades.


  “Crusades?”


  “TO VANQUISH THE NON-BELIEVERS,” the voice replied, “THOSE WHO SEEK TO DESTROY AND DEFILE THE TRUTH WITH THEIR LIES.”


  Yeah, right.


  “NOW, MAKE YOUR CHOICE.”


  It seemed the only difference between these seven contracts was which domain Ash would be in control of. Which thing he’d need to embody. He had the options of War & Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic, Love & The Sun, The Sea & Horses, Storms & The Sky, The Forge, and The Hunt & The Moon.


  All of those sounded… normal. Ish. Normal-ish. The Hunt & The Moon certainly sounded like Artemis, Storms & The Sky sounded like Zeus, and so on. Love… and The Sun though?


  “Is there any guarantee that I won’t be punished for not choosing the other six?” he asked suddenly.


  The voice did not answer, which definitely weirded him out.


  “Uh… I need to know I won’t be hunted by every other deity and their followers if I only choose one of these,” he called up.


  “YOU WILL BE FREE FROM INTERFERENCE,” the voice said, “FROM OUR PANTHEON.”


  Oh… kay.


  The voice definitely had a tone that brooked no further discussion.


  “Fine,” he said at last, and decided to go with Love & The Sun. This sort of fit his build in Spellcraft as it stood, and he hoped that everything would stay roughly as it was, so he could still throw fireballs and tsunamis and arcane lances and such. He wanted his Harem Laird power active, to win over new devotees with his charming suave debonair style… such as it was. He was halfway through signing his name with the golden quill that had magically appeared, when it occurred to him that Knowledge & Magic would’ve probably been a bit better fit. Here he was thinking with his dick again, hoping he’d be able to have sex with and grab xps from anyone he came across.


  The moment he finished his signature, the scroll automatically snapped up into the air, glowing, and rolled itself into a tight spiral, then winked out of existence.


  “SO IT SHALL BE,” the voice thundered. “THE PACT IS SEALED.”


  Everything went bright white, then black.


  

   
  




  12- Shepherd Over His Flock


  Saturday, Day 22


  When Ash opened his eyes, it was in the midst of an awful battle. He was frozen in the midst of another electric attack, for which he had no resistance. The bolt of lightning shooting out of the bloody zappy barge was inches from him, and stopped entirely.


  He stood and balled his fists, infuriated. “We just—”


  The lightning was flowing back into the barge, into the large rotating device that powered up its electric attack. The barge itself was sliding backwards slowly up into the air, while some of the gnomish fighters began zipping backwards as well. They started moving faster, until the cable that had snared Wind Runner wrapped itself back around the ship and his people came flying back up onto Wind Runner. By the time Lucifer got back up and the lightning left his body, things were moving rapidly. Zirennia and Rachel were back aboard, Netsu as well, and then the ship righted and slid back up into the sky.


  Ash seemed to be the only person who could freely move and talk, though he wasn’t certain any actions he took would matter. It felt like the time backpedaling would eventually come to an end and he would be somewhere else with the girls, Waffles, and his best friends and their kid. Somewhere he would start his new life as a shepherd for the flock.


  He wasn’t far off. The ship went up into the air, the cable loosed its hold and went flying back down to the ground, while the gnomish armada gave them more and more space.


  A series of notifications began to appear, explaining that this and that upgrade had been purchased.


  Congratulations! Your chosen Holy Symbol is Waffles, Good Boi and Sun’s Focus.


  Your flock’s Faith is currently high.


  Your flock’s Health is currently high.


  Your flock’s Cleanliness is currently high.


  Follower Ashley has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Ashley.


  Follower Evie has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Evie.


  Follower Mizu has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Mizu.


  Follower Netsu has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Netsu.


  Follower Heather has joined your flock.  Tap here to learn more about Heather.


  Follower Lucifer has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Lucifer.


  Follower Jezebel has joined your flock. Tap here to learn more about Jezebel.


  Damien cannot be indoctrinated into your flock. Tap here to see options regarding Damien.


  Your follower count has grown by 7 (current followers: 7). Would you like to rename your followers?


  As an experiment, he tapped on Ashley and found options to transform her into a completely different skin if he wanted. He had a choice of colors and shapes, which thankfully included all the typical fantasy races he was used to, and the others he’d seen that were locked. Some still were, though he had the option to turn her into several different centaur types (examples included a standard centaur, a deertaur, complete with customizable antlers, a half-dwarf, half-dog centaur, an orc centaur that was either half-wolf or half-warthog, both of which frightened him), but he kept with he half-elf, half-nellwyn she had gone with after the respec.


  Below the cosmetic options, he saw several icons that turned out to be permanent buffs and debuffs particular to her. The red one was Mercurial, meaning she gained and lost Devotion at double the rate everyone else did. The second was green and proclaimed she was Obsessed, meaning she would do anything he asked, even when low on Devotion or Faith. The last one—this one red—was Lazy, explaining that she did work at 20% slower speeds than others.


  In other words, very fitting.


  He didn’t have time to go over all the others, because everything started to slow down, decelerating in their backwards motion until all was again frozen.


  Something he could only describe as a huge pair of glowing eyes flared to life in front of him.


  “NOW YOUR WORK BEGINS,” the voice boomed out. The eyes grew brighter, and brighter still, until everything was white.


  ***


  When the bright light faded, he found they were in a clearing, standing on the ground, and the Wind Runner was now a temple to Love & Sun. He knew this instinctually, without seeing the pink heart on the door, backed by the golden sun. He didn’t need to see banners of Waffles happily grinning out at them, with a waffle behind his head like a halo. He didn’t yet see the stained glass windows of a dancing nude woman with arms outstretched and long, bubblegum pink hair strategically flowing over just the points at which her nipples or nether region would be exposed. He would, in time.


  Instead what he saw were the eight thatched roof cottages over to his left, the book hovering above the bookstand encased in a light pink and/or yellow light. A pop-up obscured his view of the trees, rocks, bushes, other buildings, and the nine people walking amongst them.


  Your deity calls to you, but remains as yet unnamed. She has always existed, and been called by many names, but requires a mortal to give Her a new incarnation in this time and place. Please name your deity now.


  The little naming screen appeared, and only needed to think of the letters in order to type them. After he typed in Aphrodite, the screen informed him this was already taken, and therefore could not be used. The small die-shaped icon gave him a randomly generated name. He cycled through Shantara, Aislinn, Hikkari, Seraphalia, Zochiquina, and Zephyllinia before deciding Seraphalia sounded best.


  All of these had vague cultural feeling to them (especially Zochiquina and Hikkari, which weren’t so vague) none of them provided a picture of what the goddess looked like.


  *Seraphalia is pleased to have another avenue to enter this world and spread Her love and light to the faithful. Seraphalia knows you will honor Her tenets and spread the good word of Her power in the days to come.


  *You are the One True avatar of Seraphalia, chosen by Her! You will raise a flock to follow Her, perform miracles in Her name, and smite all the enemies who seek to destroy and defile Her great works.


  *You no longer need to sleep. Seraphalia’s influence grants you energy unceasing. Sleep provides buffs to your work speed, interacting with Followers, and on Crusades.


  *You no longer need to eat. Seraphalia’s regard is like sustenance to you. Eating likewise provides buffs to your work speed, interacting with Followers, and on Crusades.


  He noted that all of his new ‘Followers’ skipped around the clearing, heading to a central location to begin working. Hammers and materials appeared in their hands, and with all eight of them working, quickly erected a wood and stone statue of Ash standing heroic and triumphant, with one hand on Waffles, who sat up attentively. They constructed it quickly enough that it felt very video game-ey.


  As for the actual Waffles, he was nowhere in sight… unless you counted the waffle with the sun rays and the dog’s head in the center on everyone’s identical Follower shirts.


  “What the fuck,” he whispered.


  Inside the temple with the stained glass, he found a polished metal basin and a suspicious-looking curving knife lying next to it, like a slithering snake. In the basin’s reflection, he could finally see himself. He noted that a dog’s head with lolling tongue and waffle behind the head now hovered over his own head.


  “Holy…”


  Do you wish to preach a sermon to your Followers? The UI asked him. Sermon: +20 Faith. Y/N


  The waffle shaped glass ball with the stained glass golden retriever on it was full of whatever white, shining substance denoted Faith, which if pressed he would admit looked a lot like a fishbowl full of sperm. It was full enough to be glowing instead of just pearlescent white. His Faith topped off, he answered No and went to get the lay of the land.


  A large chest let him know he had meat, berries, grass, wood, and stone in various quantities. Off in one area was a farm field dominated by a hideous scarecrow, a satire of Waffles leaping up with red eyes and nasty teeth bared.


  And there were his girlfriend(s) and his friends standing around the statue of him, staring at it in reverence. Doing nothing else. Just staring.


  “Hey!”


  They all turned as one, which freaked him right out.


  “What’s, uh… what’s going on?”


  “Great avatar of Seraphalia,” Ashley gushed, clutching her hands to her bosom, “We have completed your effigy and fervently await your command.”


  Holy shit. He had no way of knowing the holy shit was coming later, but for now he could only goggle at the way all of them nodded eagerly, even Lucy and Jezebel, who had been so doubtful the last few weeks.


  Seraphalia has taken control of your Followers’ hearts and minds. So long as they serve Her faithfully and with all their souls, she will reward them! Seraphalia allows you to see their thoughts.


  Do you wish to issue orders to your followers, see their thoughts, have them worship Seraphalia, or interact with them personally?


  The four options spread out before him, and he numbly selected various work jobs: farming, collecting berries, chopping trees, mining stone, and… cleaning up after one another. He also had the ability to refine wood into lumber, refine stone into bricks, and refine gold into coins. Next was worship. Although he didn’t want to force anyone to praise Her, he set Evie to work doing that. The others drifted off with vacant smiles on their faces, while Evie’s face contorted in pure joy and she raised her arms, muttering about how wonderful She was, and how her avatar Ash would lead them to glory over the false gods and the non-believers.


  It was entirely too spooky for comfort.


  He had brokered this deal to save their lives, and now they were mindless drones. Mizu and Netsu were skipping about the meadow hand in hand on their way to collect berries as ordered, as though one hadn’t seen the other with his cock in her mouth earlier that day.


  “Great avatar?” Ashley asked. “Please command me. I live to serve Her.”


  Fuck fuck fuck. He went to read her thoughts, and found them in a list, with most recent first:


  *How joyous this day, to have Her sun glowing upon my face, with my fellow believers here.


  *The goddess is indeed good! She has given us this incredible bounty!


  *Her avatar Ash is mighty! Looking upon this effigy fills me with indescribable joy. The word joy is simply not enough! I could die serving him, and I would die smiling and laughing, knowing my whole life was for him, and ultimately Her.


  *Where are we? Oh! All my fellow believers are here. And the avatar is here. I am reassured with Ash here.


  He went into the options and examined the list closely this time. He could command her to eat, sleep, work, or accept his holy word. Under the latter menu, he found the Blessing option, the Gift option, and Seraphalia’s Adoration of the Flesh option.


  He clicked the first one, and heard a holy chorus call from everywhere and nowhere, and a holy light shining from behind Ashley. A bar-shaped meter of her Devotion appeared over her head, filled in a bit, and disappeared again.


  He clicked on the Gift option next, and the system asked him to trade 3 Belief for an item of his choosing. Luckily, the system had already provided him with a pool of 15, so he shrugged and accepted this. He found several of his former possessions here to give her: extremely high level cards had transformed into potential gifts, along with a big question mark.


  State your wish and receive the perfect gift for your Follower.


  He chose the question mark, and got the command from the UI to concentrate on what he wished to give as a gift. The 3 Belief points he’d used swirled and flashed into his desire: a pendant with a yellow sun that looked like a waffle. Once again the light and the heavenly chorus of zealousness and belief appeared and faded, but louder and longer this time. Her Devotion increased by a larger amount than the Blessing, and she cooed with vapid excitement.


  “Oh, avatar, you shouldn’t have! I’m overjoyed to receive this gift. Praise be the goddess!”


  The last one, Adoration of the Flesh, sounded suspiciously like ordering this obedient, obsessed underling to have sex with him. Like a serious abuse of power and very cultish. But he had to know. He clicked on it.


  “The goddess commands a more direct, physical proof of your devotion,” he heard himself say.


  Ashley’s eyes immediately became hooded and glazed over with arousal and promise. “As the goddess commands,” she cooed, “so it shall be.”


  It really worked. It didn’t require anything other than simply clicking on a command either. No skill plus attribute check, no effort. She began stripping off her robe right then and there, leading him to whirl and check if the others could see them. As her well-built half-elf, half-nellwyn body came into view, he spotted Lucy and Jezebel giving him the stink eye.


  What followed was a short message about a loss of devotion on their part, and why couldn’t he just take it back to one of the thatch roofed cottages? He got another message from the UI that Heather heartily approved and couldn’t wait to see more.


  When he turned back, Ashley had his holy robes open and popped his cock into her mouth. She didn’t waste any time, because somewhere in there was the girl he’d dated and had sex with for over two years, who knew his body like the neighborhood she’d grown up in. And the feeling of her mouth doing all the things he liked made him forget about the game penalties of having sex in whatever this was. He ran his hands through her hair and over her new pointed ears, eliciting a coo of excitement from her. Her eyes drifted closed until he spoke.


  “Eyes on me,” he said, and stared deep into hers while she blew him.


  He was having sex in public, where any of eight other people could watch, and several of them were. The grass was pretty tall, but not tall enough to disguise her head pumping forward and back full of his cock.


  He couldn’t believe the goddess wanted him to fuck Her holy followers, but he was the leader of the flock, and they were known to abuse their holy power, have multiple wives, and a slew of children at their weird cult compounds.


  That was the truth of it, then. He groaned long and loud, before cupping her chin in his hand and slowly withdrawing his cock. This wasn’t the same woman who he’d shared an apartment with for several years. The air-headed adoration just wasn’t Ashley. Oh, she was in there: the eyes and facial structure were undeniably hers, as was the fat-free body that seemed built for just this purpose.


  “Will you give me your holy scepter now, avatar?” she asked, wiping some of the saliva off her chin.


  “Turn around,” he told her, and relished the way she laid her hands on a boulder before waggling her ass at him. She’d gotten fully naked in the waning light of day, with the sun making everything seem just a little hazy, a little more etherial.


  What wasn’t otherworldly was her wide open sex with a pair of fingers dipping in and out of it, drooling her arousal down her leg.


  “I’m ready, avatar,” she panted. “I have waited for this moment, to bear carnal witness in full light of Her power.”


  He knelt down behind her instead of getting right to business, wanting to savor this. They’d never, before the apocalypse, just gone ahead and had sex out in the open in the full light of day. She’d once had the insane idea that she would go out nude under a long trench coat, and under the moonlight she’d had him finger her in a public park, but she’d chickened out with her desire to flash some stranger. On that night, she’d barely opened the coat to let him get his hand in there, but when he had she’d been absolutely soaked.


  Now every glistening droplet was on perfect display, every hair and every fold of her pussy. He got right to work licking over every bit, sucking on her lower lips, and making her cry out in ecstasy. Her fingers retreated a bit so he could get his tongue in just as far as possible, but they continued to circle around her clit in rhythmic, then hectic speed. With a hand on each of her perfect ass cheeks, he drove forward and down, licking and sucking on all of her, capturing her engorged clit in his lips and lashing at it with his tongue.


  She came after a few minutes, shivering and pushing her ass back into his face, before he rose and speared her with his mighty lance. She must not have been totally done with her orgasm, because she cried out and lost her balance, ending up with her head in her forearms, legs quivering.


  “Is the… goddess… satisfied?” she asked a few moments later.


  He didn’t answer, but instead kept slamming into her. After a few moments he wrapped her hair around his hand and slowly pulled back, until she was facing upward.


  “Does… my goddess… require… a child?” she asked, in between thrusts.


  Ash had had sex with his girlfriend countless times. They’d tried using her period tracker to keep all the times in there, but sometimes they’d gotten through three, sometimes four sessions in a single day. There were Saturdays and Sundays that involved waking up to have a tired quickie, having sex before and after lunch, then getting tipsy and fucking again that night, with the assistance of a night club or not. The app only counted a single heart for ‘yep, we got down and dirty that day.’ Never once in all those times had she asked him if he wanted a baby.


  The mere thought of him implanting his seed within her and watching her grow more pregnant by the day sparked something inside him.


  First, he wanted it. He wanted it bad. He wanted her bent down cleaning the floor, where he would rip off her stretchy maternity pants, finger her silly, and mount her like a bitch in heat. He wanted eight months of uninterrupted creampies, with him taking photos of his seed leaking out of her from the second or third time he’d bred her that day. He wanted her to bathe in his cum, to just fall asleep after they’d had sex, then wake up and do it again without a shower, without cleaning up anything. He wanted her with a slight bump, a swollen belly, and he wanted her so heavy with child they could only do the deed in one or two carefully chosen positions. He wanted all these things.


  With all that in mind, before the second thing came to the fore, he held onto her hip and her long greenish hair, and exploded deep inside her.


  

   
  




  13- The Future At Risk


  Saturday, Day 22


  The second thing that happened just as soon as he erupted within Ashley was the surety that they’d just done something very wrong. First, he wasn’t comfortable being the blessed avatar of a goddess he’d just helped to name. Second, there were subtle signs of something being off about this entire shindig. He didn’t like the curved knife beside the basin in the temple, the single-minded way they followed his commands, and he certainly didn’t like the thing he couldn’t remember to be worried about.


  Oh, it was there, in the back of his mind. He had seven followers: Ashley, Evie, Mizu, Netsu, Heather Zirennia, Lucifer, and Jezebel. Damien was cooing away in a papoose strapped to his mother’s back, while she raised her arms toward his towering effigy (his and Waffles’s), and as he watched, a burst of light came out of her chest and splashed into the statue of him. It was eerily reminiscent of what the clerics were doing to the stained glass structure surrounding the tainted temple back in that nothing town.


  Whatever he couldn’t think about, whatever he was blocked from remembering, he at least knew it was there. It wasn’t right, but it wasn’t possible to bring it to mind. This made it frustrating as all hell.


  Ashley had wandered off to chop up lumber and then refine it into boards at a building that existed. He knew it did because it was part of his menu and his map of the clearing. As for Ash, he wandered through the new… congregation? Secret cult site?


  Flipping through the menu tabs and options, he discovered a lot. Plenty of ways to decorate this clearing to make it fit for a god or goddess: marble columns, gold statues, fountains towering, path tiles between the buildings, plinths and signs and more. From there, he wandered to his effigy, and discovered he could then harvest all the Belief flowing into it. This gave him another menu, full of expanded building options to unlock. Somehow he’d gotten through two of the four tiers already, and had plenty of building options available. He could order, for instance, an outhouse. A holy font in which the believers could wash and purify themselves. A stockade to punish disobedient followers. And a pit to store the dead bodies.


  He ordered the holy font to be built, and for the hell of it, the outhouse, all while trying not to think about the pit of dead bodies and the stockade. Surely he wouldn’t need either of those things. Why would his people end up dead?


  Netsu immediately sprinted off to the place where he’d denoted the holy font should go, and started kicking up a dust storm to get it built just as fast as possible. It wasn’t two minutes before the damn thing was completed. That done, Netsu then skipped, humming, over to where she constructed the outhouse. In the meantime, Mizu had finished all the farming that could be done over by the terrifying scarecrow effigy of Waffles, and joined Jezebel in creating bolts of light to splash into his statue.


  Just wild. He goggled in amazement at the speed at which Netsu created a building out of nothing. He was about to order another building constructed when he saw the absence of coins.


  Of course he didn’t have any coins. How could he? First Ray Eastman and now this.


  He discovered that his action deck was gone. He looked over a lot of the buildings and upgrades, though things simply weren’t the same. However, once he got to the temple. He noticed and entirely different upgrade tree available for him to peruse, including stronger holy weapons (bane weapons, draining weapons, sun-blessed weapons), extra hearts, something called Fervor of the Righteous, which meant he’d have extra Righteousness in combat, and then additional Miracles available on each crusade. The Righteousness seemed like fuel for the Miracles.


  Although he hadn’t gone on a crusade yet, it seemed like he would have a choice of weapons, a choice of spells, and then it would work in a roguelike fashion: he’d battle something—big question marks here as to who, or what, he would need to defeat—followed by returning here for more base building, faith maintenance, and then health and cleanliness. And the sex. No matter how strange it felt having Ashley unquestionably drop her clothes at his command, he wasn’t going to stop. He might limit it to just Ashley and Evie, depending on her reaction, but he’d gotten spoiled over the course of the last three weeks.


  Somehow, between him having sex with Ashley, mulling over his options, absorbing all the things going on here, ordering buildings made and such, and understanding the base system at play here, a lot of time had passed. He thought they’d left the city after the temple situation with Wind Runner late in the morning… the sun was now setting.


  He hoped Wind Runner would be changed back from temple into a skyship when this was over. He absolutely did not want to pay Ray Eastman anything presently, but that went double for paying off Ray Eastman for a temple to a goddess he didn’t want to prostrate himself before.


  The last thing he found in the temple were Rituals.  Of the 20 slots, he had already filled 8 of them. The Bonfire Dance was his favorite of these, since the description read ‘Cavorting around the fire and twisting their supple bodies, your followers grow in Faith, Devotion, and lust.’


  He also had a Rain Dance, for obvious reasons, Fasting Ritual, which stopped them from feeling hunger for several days, and Offering of Alms for apparently getting tithe money from Followers. Love’s Frenzy and Marriage were both here, the first one a literal orgy for harvesting Faith, Devotion, and Belief, and the other exactly what it sounded like. Sacrificial Lamb, a ritual he couldn’t quite believe was here, empowered him, the goddess, and all the other followers by killing off one of them. It wasn’t entirely clear on what ‘empowering’ meant and he didn’t press the button. Sun’s Enlightening Caress was for teaching the Followers how to work faster or more efficiently or both.


  Which led him to need clarification. Faith: an overall measure of happiness in the congregation, it seemed. This didn’t seem to have a direct correlation to upgrades or unlocks. Devotion: the amount they were into the congregation and the goddess, directly responsible for unlocking buildings and decorations. Finally Belief, or more precisely Belief in the Avatar, which was directly tied to their level and him. This one allowed him to purchase crusade stuff at the temple, the weapon, heart and Miracle upgrades.


  The idea of it being a roguelike was not welcome. You were expected to die in a roguelike. Potentially a lot. He’d played Chains of Time: Link Unbreaking when he was a kid, and had died in a rainstorm just by getting hit by a bolt of lightning while equipped with a sword. He’d died falling down a mountain when he didn’t have the stamina to climb to the next ledge. He’d fallen down into a chasm a thousand times inside the puzzle chambers. He’d died from actual enemies clubbing him to death, and the horrible island that stole all your gear and inventory items, then sent you against a giant cyclops with nothing but your wits and a loincloth.


  Did the goddess just recreate him a new body whenever he died? Was dying going to cost him Revives? He only had around 40 Full Revives and those had disappeared when this new congregation thing started with the goddess. He didn’t have any idea what would happen when he died out in battle.


  He decided, against his better judgement, that prayer was the way to go about it. 


  “Oh, holy goddess Seraphalia,” he said, before bowing his head. “I’d love some clarification on things. I have questions.”


  Nothing.


  He decided against asking stupid questions She likely wouldn’t answer: would he be getting his friends returned to him as they’d been before this started? Would he get his ship, his class, and his action deck back once the flock reached a hundred?


  “I need to know who I’m fighting. I need to know what happens when I die in battle. Whether I should spend most of my time here, uh… cooking and cleaning, or out in the greater world killing in Your name.”


  There was a holy titter of amusement from all around him. The voice of Seraphalia was nothing like the booming, thunderous roar up in the Mount Olympus place. This voice was mocking, gorgeous, slinky, silken, and shivered right down his body, from his pecs over his abs and straight to his dick.


  “For someone who claims to have questions, you sure don’t ask actual questions,” the voice whispered in his ear, causing him to shiver and stir below.


  “Tell me—”


  “The sun has fallen,” she whispered, and then the seductive presence was gone from his temple.


  True to the UI’s word, he felt no urge to sleep or eat. The others had complained a bit about eating, so it was clear he needed to figure out a feeding situation come morning. He, however, felt no hunger whatsoever and simply shrugged, staring at the embers of the night’s campfire. Who had made it, what they’d done around it, and what the conversation had been like were all mysteries to him. It felt like only an hour had passed, but the sun was now down and the stars were out.


  He found Mizu tucked into bed opposite her sister. Although she had flowing blue hair and unnatural blue eyes, she was now a human. Now more than before, she had the distinctive Asian look, and her hair was in a pixie cut.


  Check that, she had aqua blue lips.


  Both she and Netsu were sleeping on low, narrow cots with simple woolen blankets covering them, and the huts had only a thick rug for a door.


  “Experiment number two,” he breathed, and touched her lightly on the elbow.


  Her eyes opened in the gloom and she stared up at him. Opening up the menu, he chose a command.


  “I’m terribly sleepy,” she said, and yawned for effect.


  “Won’t take a minute,” he lied, and beckoned her out of the hut.


  She followed along a moment later, having put on a simple robe, belted around the waist.


  Now with the menu open, he scanned her thoughts over the course of the day. She had had, if it could be believed, six thoughts. He certainly couldn’t believe it. And, this was astonishing, none of them revolved around the fact that she’d caught him fucking around with her sister… again.


  “Are you all right?”


  She nodded and smiled, then yawned once more. “Sleepy, though. What does the goddess wish of me?”


  He chose to give her a small gift, a random one at the cost of 3 Belief, and watched as the little meter above her head filled in a bit with Belief. Then, immediately on its heels, he chose Adoration of the Flesh. When he looked in her eyes again, they shone with mischief.


  “This is the will of the goddess,” she whispered, and opened up the belt of her robe, then stepped out of it. It puddled around her feet, leaving her completely nude.


  He couldn’t believe that all of them had been so thoroughly overridden that his girlfriend was ready to simply accept any order he gave her, and Mizu was totally ready to forget barging in on Netsu gulping down his seed.


  “I had been wondering if when you would bless your faithful servant with this holy gift,” she said, stepping toward him. She closed the distance, looped her arms around his neck and kissed him. Despite his shock, he kissed back. Her body was smooth, diminutive and touched by a hint of moonlight.


  He couldn’t help but run his hands over all of it. Though it had been a while since they’d danced this particular dance, he imagined that she felt similar to her naiadic form. Her body was taut and glistened in the cold light of the moon.


  She ground herself up into him, curling one leg around his in order to open herself up. He’d been instantly at attention the moment she dropped the robe so brazenly, and now she was riding up, and then down, up, and then down the full length of him. Gone was the hesitant girl who’d freaked out at seeing her sister kneeling before him with his cock in her face. This new joyous, manic version of Mizu was almost more concerning.


  When the kiss ended she both fell to her knees and yanked his pants down at the same time. Grinning up at him, her expression maniacal in the darkness, she took his most sensitive parts in hand.


  She’s not terrifying and this is not a problem, he tried to tell himself, and mostly succeeded.


  Her teeth seemed so much whiter in the moonlight, and she quickly engulfed his member while somehow still managing to smile. The fervor with which she did so was shocking as well, but it felt great. He almost wanted her to keep going so he could shoot down her throat, but that wouldn’t do. Not enough flesh had been adored yet.


  A few minutes of this and he felt himself getting ready, so he stopped her and stood her up.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  They ran giggling through the moonlit meadow, and he let Mizu get the lead so he could watch her stunning body move. He was unable to take his eyes off her ass. She reached the effigy of him and ran her hands all up and down his midsection, giggling. He, in turn, gave her a smack on the ass and spun her around.


  The kissing resumed, her sticking her tongue into his mouth and battling it against his, moaning and grinding herself against him. He had to be inside her, now.


  With her hands on the round base of the statue, and one leg lifted high, he swiped his cock over her, coating him in her heat and wetness.


  “Fuck me,” she growled. “I need you inside me.”


  He obliged her, sinking in to the hilt and loving it. Her foot on his shoulder, he detected the faint scents of berries and grass, and that intensified his desire to have her.


  What he wanted was for everything to be okay between them, and this wouldn’t do it, but for a few minutes he could pretend like the misunderstanding was gone from mer mind.


  She tilted her head back and moaned loud enough to wake all of them, while he gave her his all. With her leg like this, she was totally at his mercy, and looped her arms around his neck to keep from toppling over. The sound of flesh on flesh was loud in the quiet of the night, as were the sounds of her moans and the squelch of her receiving him over and over again.


  “Yes,” she panted. “Yes yes yes!”


  The zealous fervor in her tone reminded him of the first time they’d had sex, the wonder of her inexperience crashing right into the amazement over how much he’d rocked her world.


  Now he gripped her hips and slammed himself forward again and again, while she cried out that this was what she was made for, this was her purpose here, that she would give him many strong children and grow the flock season after season.


  Five minutes of furious pumping later, she came with a shuddering fit, her one knee buckling and forcing him to support her entire bodyweight. He wasn’t amazed to find himself strong enough to pick her up; she wasn’t overly heavy. He was, however, amazed to find he could still have sex like this, hefting the full weight of a woman and still managing to do it. This was something only the most practiced pornstars could do, he’d always figured. Ashley was too big, too active, or his muscles too small to manage back in the time before.


  “Fill me,” she breathed in his ear. “Your dutiful servant needs to be filled full of your love, to bear your children and perpetuate the flock.”


  It was so wrong, and that was a perverse and powerful turn on. He fought the impulse to just give it to her. Like Ashley, he could see himself with Mizu when she was waddling around, pregnant and fit to bursting. Dumping load after load into her without fear of impregnating her again. He could easily imagine her with huge belly held in one hand, wiping a table clean and him interrupting her, taking her from behind.


  “I need your seed,” she told him, and again with mind fogged by the possibilities, he surrendered to the request. He threw his head back, straining for another few seconds before unloading deep, deep into her.


  

   
  




  14- All Roguelike


  Sunday, Day 23


  Needing no sleep and leaving Mizu after some cuddling, Ash eventually rose, dressed, and spent the rest of the night refining wood into planks and stone into bricks. He would need this in order to craft the higher level buildings. Only refining several materials took the whole night, or perhaps half the night had been spent on experiment two. He thought back to the scene with Mizu, staring up at him in the darkness and grunting out his name again and again, and smiled.


  If there was a way out of this, he would have to account for that. Problems like Mizu and Netsu would return. Problems of Lucy and Jezebel both wanting to be druids would likewise return. Here instead he had all the sex he wanted, and soon enough he would learn how to build a congregation in order to fulfill his side of the bargain.


  In the morning he noted that people were hungry, and set up a pen in order to cultivate chickens and pigs. His Followers got right to it, though they were complaining because they hadn’t eaten. However, pretty quickly Evie had food made from all the berries they’d collected. The whole lot of them lined up and got food, chatting amiably about nothing, or him, or the work, or the goddess. Afterwards, with new tasks, they went to bust rocks, chop trees, tend farms, or produce bolts of Devotion light out of their chests, which slammed into his statue.


  Still, none of that was getting him new Followers. He was pretty sure he’d have to do the roguelike combat in order to gain people who weren’t his friends and fuck buddies. And that meant heading into the temple, preaching a sermon, and harvesting even more stuff from these people.


  He took a deep breath and headed for the temple, with its cute banners of Waffles, its stained glass windows of Seraphalia mostly nude but barely covered by her own flowing hair, its pews, its lectern where he would be expected to give sermons in Her name, its basin and its wiggly snake knife. Something still niggled at the back of his mind, some problem he couldn’t piece together, because it was being blocked from him.


  The more he saw of this place, the weirder it felt. He needed to keep himself from thinking of it as a cult. He wasn’t a cult leader, there was no magic suicide drink they would all down when the time came. He was a holy warrior, and once he found 93 other followers… wait.


  His parents.


  “Where are my—”


  A shout went up.


  Moments later, Netsu trotted up holding an exhausted little boy.


  “What’s this?” he asked, knowing the answer already. Some habits die hard. Then, “Fetch water, and some food.”


  “Tell him,” Netsu urged. “Tell him what you told me.”


  The little boy’s eyes came open with serious effort. “Monsters,” he croaked. “Monsters in the forest.”


  ***


  The moment Ash entered the forest, holy light shone down from above, but the weapon and the miracle didn’t appear from on high. They materialized out of the ground. A spear and shield greeted him, the shield with the waffle-and-dog holy symbol, the spear gleaming and deadly. The miracle he got was that of a blazing sun. When he approached the first, it read, Sun-Blessed Spear and Shield. The damage was listed as 7, speed 8, and the defense 9. The Miracle was called Flash of Brilliance, and the only thing he got here was a one line description: ’The Light of Seraphalia bewitches and dumbfounds all who are exposed to it.’


  He picked those up, not entirely sure what he was doing with them, and the weapons materialized in his hands, or rather strapped to his arm in the case of the shield.


  “Nice,” he said. “Okay.”


  As for the Miracle, he saw now that he had four points of Righteousness, so he could cast the Miracle four times before it ran out. Above the Righteousness meter, he counted six hearts.


  Last but not least, and most welcome, it read Rescue the Parents 0/2 over in a very simplified Quest Log.


  “Okay,” he said, reining in his worry over six hearts being basically nothing. “We can do this.”


  He steadied his breathing; he’d done this as a child. So what if he’d died countless times and never actually finished the game? “You had shitty eye hand coordination then,” he told himself. “Now you’ve had weeks of combat training and real life experience dealing with monsters. You can do this.”


  This didn’t help his nerves a lot, but he’d take every little bit he could. He hadn’t liked dying in Spellcraft, and he was now back to dreading death. All he had to do was not die.


  Beyond, in the forest, it quickly became clear that only sections of forest would be revealed at any given time, like rooms in a roguelike dungeon. Beyond the ‘walls’ the forest became incredibly dense and impassible, which made sense.


  In the first room were malevolent, red-eyed bats. The spear shouldn’t have been able to hit them, but he had no trouble thrusting it forward and hitting one first once, then twice before killing it. The other one smashed into his shield, but the shield held. A shield bash and then a spear thrust and this bat was likewise dead.


  A treasure chest appeared out of the ground, opening and disgorging its contents: three gold coins.


  “Great,” he muttered.


  In the next area were two worm-like creatures the size of a Scottish Terrier, with evil red eyes, and another one of the bats. With a few thrusts of the spear he took care of the first, and he was just turning his attention to the second when the bat scratched at his face. Half a heart fell away, and he cursed.


  He had no real idea how to enact his particular Miracle Flash of Brilliance, but the first thing he did was panic a bit, flail around, and catch the bat with his shield. The next thing he did was catch a bite from the large worm thing and lose another half a heart.


  Shouting in rage, he thrust the spear down into the creature and killed it, swatted the bat aside again, then poked it in its tiny body again to kill it. The chest for this room puked up another three coins.


  “Second room,” he admonished himself, “and we’re already one heart out of six down. Unreal.”


  He was being too hard on himself. He would get into the rhythm of the place.


  The next room had two bats and two worm things, so he backed off away from the aimless worms until the bats neared him, and killed them off without drawing aggro on the worms. Then he rushed the first worm, skewered it, and hopped back to avoid the attack of the second. From there it was a simple matter of killing the second worm, getting three coins (and two gold nuggets!), and moving on.


  This time he had the choice of heading left or right, and went right. Right was never wrong.


  A moment later he was dodging around a rather large, demonic, and spiny pig. It frothed out disgusting saliva as it charged around and occasionally attacked whenever it felt the urge take it. When it wasn’t clear when he could attack the fast-moving creature, he finally got frustrated enough to try the Miracle. Shouting “Flash of Brilliance!” failed, as did poking his finger directly at the space where his Righteousness meter was. Meanwhile the demon pig kept snorting and darting around, occasionally forcing him to dodge and block.


  Finally, he was forced to cross his spear behind his shield and dig in hard to keep the pig from slamming bodily into him, and it happened. A bright flash of white light exploded out from the front of his shield, where Waffles happily grinned with a waffle behind his head like a halo.


  The pig squealed in surprise but also froze in place, like it had stars or birdies dancing over its head. Ash took this opportunity to ram his spear home, and listen to its pained squeal. Just as it got moving again, he darted another quick jab of the spear at it, and got it again. Another two dancing, dodging, lunging thrusts later and he’d killed the thing, gotten the chest, and the coins and gold nuggets.


  They disappeared. Thank fuck. He hadn’t thought about it before, but he was so glad the beasties blinked out and vanished once he cleared an area. He had no interest in killing people who’d been transformed into gross monsters. These had been manifested by whatever magic the red and blue mage people had done.


  Something of a completionist, he went back through the cleared section that had held two worms and two bats, and headed left now. Shield held high, he was ready to murder whatever evil squirrel or mole he happened to find. He was also, if there were a lot of enemies, ready to hit the Miracle button by slamming his spear against his shield and use the flash bang to stun them.


  This ‘room’ was smaller and gloomier, like the trees had grown closer and tighter together, and were also somehow not happy he was present. In the middle of the small clearing sat a withered old man sat criss-cross applesauce on a prayer mat, his eyes closed and his hands set in a position of meditation.


  He definitely did not want to murder an old man. On the other hand, perhaps this guy was one of his future Followers.


  “Hey… there.”


  The man said nothing. As Ash neared, he noted a tarot deck on the rug before the man. 


  “Every comet,” the man said when he approached, “traces its singular arc across the cosmic stage.”


  “It sure does,” Ash said. He knew somehow that this man’s name was Pheldi. It didn’t take much thought on Ash’s part to rearrange the letters into Delphi. Honestly it seemed pretty lazy.


  Two cards lifted off the tarot deck and flipped around to face him, showing him symbols he’d never seen before.


  Fervent Ferocity - Your attack damage is increased by 3


  Goddess’s Blessing - You have a 10% chance for a Critical Strike


  “The Fates alone must guide you, Messiah,” the old man intoned.


  Okay… he picked one, and had to confirm it by pulling it out of the air for several seconds, like an invisible prankster was holding onto and finally let it go. He went for the increased attack of Fervent Ferocity, though as soon as he made the choice remembered Lucifer telling him to always increase critical chance whenever possible.


  “You wouldn’t by chance have any information for me, would you?”


  The only answer he got was, “Like the waves pulled to and fro by the force of the distant moon, so too are our lives influenced by the destiny residing within each of us.”


  “Oh. Great. Very helpful, thanks.”


  The old man said something else both cryptic and swimming with symbolism, so Ash ignored him and headed out the only exit.


  The next room was a larger chest, this one with ten coins in it, and a scrap of paper floating in the air. Touching it cause him to white out for a second, as the power of the goddess flowed through him.


  You have retrieved a page of Her holy scriptures. You have begun to reclaim the word according to Her.


  Reward: another Follower form has been added to your available forms.


  The page zipped up, and zipped into a large ornate book of riffling pages, where it sealed itself in there with a clang of a hammer, a holy angelic chorus all crying out, and a bit of golden light. He knew without knowing that the Follower form was a cat person, a felinian, but specifically a lynx style with tufted ears, gray fur, and black spots. The male form had these wonderful mutton chops, while the female’s hair came down into two gray-black points like a chin bob.


  While he’d been focused on the page of the book, he hadn’t registered the golden door that appeared, glowing with golden light. It, too, was singing with the voices of many angels.


  “All right, then,” he said, and headed through the door.


  ***


  He was still in the forest.


  “What’s going on here, huh?” He asked, only to stop asking questions and raise his shield against the attack of one of the worm creatures. While he was busy doing that, a hairy scorpion creature with eight red eyes scuttled forward and clamped its pincer on his ankle, costing him another half a heart. He was forced to block the incoming stinger, then activate his Miracle, again stunning them with a holy flash bang effect, so he could reposition himself and get in a free attack on the scorpion.


  The little bastard took four hits to finally kill, during which time he had to nimbly dance around the room’s two worms.


  He was already thinking of these as rooms, though they were just gaps in the forest. The thought made him chuckle, until he prepared himself to set foot in the next room.


  Though he didn’t lose more hearts, he also didn’t gain any. The chest again gave a paltry three coins, and he headed on.


  Attack, dodge around, use his Miracle sparingly, and kill the creatures. Then, grab up what resources he could (the last chest included berry seeds?) and head on.


  Another four rooms later, he only had three of his six hearts remaining, and he found himself staring at Pheldi again. The old man again sat cross-legged and meditating on his rug, meditating, looking identical to the way he’d seemed just a few rooms before.


  “What?”


  “In the symphony of mortality, every note plays its part in the preordained melody, composing the song of eternity.”


  “Everybody knows that,” he told the old man, wondering just what the hell was going on. Still, despite his confusion, he approached the old man, who seemed harmless enough. He hadn’t moved from his spot, either last time or this, so Ash just drew closer.


  As before, two tarot cards bearing unfamiliar symbols floated up before him, promising to grant him one of two bonuses.


  Messiah’s Longevity - You gain an extra heart.


  Fortune’s Favor - Chance to gain rewards upon killing any enemy.


  He hated anything that simply said ‘chance’ though he did like the idea of getting reward drops from the creatures he killed. What percentage chance, you ask? Why we simply won’t tell you, so there! Still, he was at half health and there was no telling when this forest dungeon thing would end. Fighting against the invisible hand holding the card, he selected Messiah’s Longevity and noted the seventh heart at the very end of his starting six.


  He reached another 10 coin chest, which again gave him a page of Her holy scriptures along with another potential Follower form, and this time, half a heart came out with it. He rejoiced, though he checked himself a moment later. Feeling happy over half a friggin heart?


  Through another golden doorway, he once again found himself in a small forest clearing. This one showed him two new options: a sword gleaming with silver and a hint of red, and a floating golden retriever’s head. The first was called Bane Sword, and boasted an increased attack and speed— 9 and 10, respectively—but a much lower defense: 5.


  Bane weapons also have a chance to curse enemies with blindness. In the goddess’s disfavor dwells eternal darkness.


  He felt that an increased attack speed might mean the ability to simply kill all the enemies before they could hit him. He picked up Bane Sword, leaving Sun-Blessed Spear behind.


  This fucker was a hand and a half weapon, requiring him to hold the teardrop-shaped bottom thingy he didn’t have a name for in the palm of his off hand. Still, it felt surprisingly light and swung around easily. He also found it was just as comfortable to use in one hand, though this meant sacrificing some speed.


  “All right,” he said.


  He took the Miracle without even checking more than the name. He wanted to have as much Waffles-themed paraphernalia as possible just for the hell of it. It was called Companion’s Mighty Presence and he just didn’t care.


  The dungeon went on, with him killing bats, worms, pigs, and two more of those scorpion creatures. Once more he met Pheldi, and received yet another strange tarot card power, this one allowing him to recover more Righteousness for any room where he didn’t lose a heart. One of the room held sharpened stakes that popped up out of the ground when he stepped near them, but he had plenty of warning and nimbly dodged aside. The combat was becoming more normal now, and he only lost half a heart from one of the bats darting in with unexpected quickness to get at him. All the chests were standard, three coins each and some tiny gold nuggets, though after the scorpion room he reclaimed his half a heart.


  Finally, he emerged into a large ‘room’ inscribed with a wicked pentagram circle, brimming with glowing red runes. Standing around the circle were robed cultists, and in the center a priest holding a dagger.


  “Your vile god will never walk this world,” the priest said. “The true divine of this world will not allow it.”


  Which was some bullshit, because all these clerics and their gods were, at most, three weeks old. Ash merely pointed his Bane Sword at the guy, who was much shorter than him.


  “Look, pal, I don’t know who you are, but I’m tired and I want to head back to my flock.”


  “The only home you will know is the cold void of eternity, bound and sealed away with the demon you claim to serve.” He suddenly sliced a line down his own forearm. “Divine patrons, I give myself to you freely! I have no need of ascension while this scourge slithers upon the earth. Use this vessel and silence the heretic!”


  Ten seconds of screaming, splorching and transformation later, Ash succeeded in fighting back the urge to puke, and beheld the dungeon boss: Acatarn, Twisted Swine.


  

   
  




  Interlude III- Listen to Reason


  Kayle didn’t beg, didn’t plead, didn’t cajole. These wouldn’t work against a man like Tellek, and she knew it.


  “You don’t really want to do this,” she told him, stating it as a fact.


  Tellek regarded her with a neutral expression. “You don’t have the faintest clue what I want or don’t want to do,” he told her. “Nor do you understand what’s about to happen.”


  He had her hands bound before her, wrapped in thick bands of reddish magic. This was a spell Tellek had in his grimoire: Binding. She had to cup one hand in the other and keep from moving; every twitch or shiver caused them to tighten just a bit more. It came with a complementary Silence spell, though it only stopped her using verbal Wizard spells. He didn’t know about her Sorcerer spells, nor was she about to give him the opportunity to learn unless the time was right.


  It was not yet right.


  “You don’t think I know what the Esotericum does to captive Resistance members?” she asked. “Oh, I know. I know all about the torture and the reconditioning.”


  He grinned, and waved a hand for her to continue.


  “I also know that the Esotericum never gets much of anything of value. Compelling truth doesn’t work. You’d think there are spells for that, but there are also spells for deleting memories, triggering memory wipes whenever those sorts of intrusive spells are used. And they’re far easier to learn than the interrogators’ magic. They don’t require the ability to cast, just a trigger. Mana enters the subject’s mind, and that mana is used for a different purpose.”


  While she talked, she took in her surroundings with all the senses she had available. This place was spared the buffeting of the mana flows outside, which would tear them apart and transform every atom of their bodies into utterly random materials, but those would then be transformed again and again, until eventually they broke down into nothing more than the smallest subatomic particles… and the mana, of course. The mana would coalesce into all the rest of the fluid that surrounded each reality like the stuff keeping her brain from smashing into her skull each time a monster landed a hit on her.


  The room was spartan, and sparsely decorated at that: a desk, tome, and quill pen sat over to her right, and she’d seen those before. Although the floor seemed to be made of wood, the grain and the knots in the individual boards subtly and slowly shifted over and over. The same was occurring with the wallpaper decorating the room now.


  “That is partly the reason resistance captives are turned into sex dolls,” she said. “Mind magic doesn’t work, a full wiping does, and then those sanctimonious, righteous paragons simply can’t help their baser instincts.”


  “That’s not…”


  “Not true?” she asked, steamrolling his weak and untrue rebuttal. “I worked for an internal investigations division before coming to stop you. I know full well what’s true and not.”


  A small painting had come to being on one wall and was slowly transforming as well. It had been a very realistic still life of a skull, a peeled orange, a glass chalice, and a knife, but it was now shifting into a much more impressionist style, focused on visible brush strokes and the shadows of the different times of day. It had been a sort of soft, pre-dawn light a few sleeps ago, but was now bathed in direct overhead light of high noon, blazing with colors. The orange had unpeeled itself in that time, and some ants had joined the composition.


  One of the spells she’d cast, when in the colossal duel of the fates with Tellek and his Esotericum cronies, was to gather up all the knowledge and history of this strange, non-magical world into a series of tomes, and those books had flown up onto the shelves created in her mind for no other purpose than appreciation. It helped that the non-magical world had itself a repository (many such repositories, actually) of information stored in text form, and it also helped that magic helped her decipher all the different languages. Which meant when she saw the painting, she knew exactly what sort of style it imitated.


  Usually just before sleep, she would investigate some random tidbit of earth lore: Godzilla films, cuneiform and the eventual translation of a series of recipes, along with the experimental cooking the anthropologist had done to both cook and eat those ancient recipes, the 1976 Major League Baseball season, all the works of Tchaikovsky from most recent to oldest, the life of Hatshepsut.


  Kayle had never spent so much time in one of these extra-dimensional spaces, and was pretty sure this slow metamorphosis was not a good thing, but she didn’t have the grounding in magical theory or inter dimensional magics to know for sure. She was becoming convinced that there was a timer counting down. Soon, she was pretty sure, the shifting and changing would come at a faster and faster pace. Eventually, this place would unravel, and then the magical miasma that was the æther would peel bits off Tellek, the dungeon, and finally her, until she and the æther were one.


  And while she had no concept of how much time remained, she was pretty sure finding out would be a terrible thing.


  “I know the standard protocol for the Esotericum,” she told him. “You’re supposed to report me to your superior officer for interrogation and dissolution. The problem is your failure.”


  He bared his teeth in fury at her, but then grabbed at his chin, looked away, and continued pacing. “You don’t know what you’re…” He didn’t even finish speaking, but instead trailed off.


  “I get it, Tellek,” she said gently. “I risked everything to stop you. You risk losing everything when you go back. There’s no reality to consume, and you don’t have anything to show for your efforts. You don’t know anything that I know, so you can’t get any bonus points for telling your superiors.”


  His eyes flicked to her, and he began chewing on one index finger, not stopping.


  “You don’t have a lot of options,” she said, “but I guarantee you, keeping me sane and not erasing my mind will be beneficial to you.”


  “Oh, you guarantee, do you?” he snapped.


  “You’re alone here, and thinking through your problem on your own hasn’t helped you in the slightest. I could help.”


  “You’re the reason I’m here in the first place.”


  “The Esotericum and its practices are the reason you’re here in the first place,” she said.


  He rolled his eyes with his tone. “Oh would you give it a rest? ‘The big bad entrenched power structure is corrupt and lying to you, Tellek.’ Pff. ‘They’ve been feeding you controlling propaganda all your life and you’ve never questioned it even once.’ I know what you rebels say.”


  “Have you ever questioned it?” she asked, making sure to keep her tone very light. He was in a tight spot, and it wouldn’t do to push him further into the corner he’d found himself in.


  “I saw, with my own eyes,” he told her, making the twin C’s with his fingers to simulate the glasses. The fact that he was taunting her was not a sign of stability, and she wondered if the æther was seeping into this space faster than she anticipated.


  “And what did you see?” she asked. “Did you see the roiling chaos kept quiet through the use of magic? Did you see pure mana and æther rush over people and rip them apart? You saw the djinn pulling apart entire realities just because they could?”


  He froze in the midst of removing the face spectacles from his face.


  “I can make illusions too, Tellek,” she said. “I’m good at it. I can show you everything the Esotericum showed you and more.”


  “I could simply… erase you,” he mumbled, and the hunger she heard in his tone unnerved her.


  “You could,” she whispered. “You could unleash all your base desires on an unmoving mannequin. You could do that, and you’d be robbing yourself of my knowledge and skills, and also the sensations you’ve never felt.”


  “I wouldn’t—”


  She was already shaking her head. “I’ve heard the stories and seen the camps, Tellek. I’ve met the husks.”


  He froze.


  “I can help you,” she said. “We’ve been places the Esotericum never dreamed of. It’s more than magic and control. It’s far more than mana and work, Tellek. You can take more than a single day of rest every thirty days. And I’ll let you use my body.”


  “That’s… you just want my mana.”


  She shook her head. Sexual emissions were indeed mostly composed of mana. “I can’t use it, not like this. Fill me as much as you like, as long as I’m silenced.”


  A tiny, shrill sound emerged from his throat, but he shook his head. She was fairly certain she had him, but zealots were a strange breed. She wasn’t sure how deep into the Esotericum’s bullshit he was steeped.


  “You don’t have to give it to me anyhow. There are ways around that, you know?”


  “You’d just… you’d just try to escape.”


  That day would come. But for now, she’d been here something like thirty cycles. Her internal clock told her she’d been imprisoned here a month. So in response, she just held her hands up. The bindings tightened just a smidgen, making her wince.


  “I’m silenced, I’m bound. Where am I going to go? What am I going to do? I’m your prisoner, Tellek. And this prisoner is requesting you use her body.”


  He didn’t appear to be listening to her words. Or he was considering them, but peering just over her shoulder. Chewing on her words.


  She sank, slowly, to her knees, and peered up at him. “It’s so much better than you can imagine,” she whispered. “I know more than you’ve dreamed of.”


  Tellek’s face twisted, and she saw the naked need at war with the indoctrination.


  “You… you killed my friends.”


  There was so much she wanted to spit at him then, so much anger she wanted to throw his way, but the good little slave wouldn’t start snarling or hitting him with insults. How dare he keep hold of his seven shitty friends and prize their lives over the billions of thinking beings they’d nearly wiped out when they arrived in this reality? Who was he to play puppeteer with the universe, on the say so of nameless, faceless wizards who railed against an invisible enemy no one had ever seen or fought?


  Kayle tried to keep her face carefully composed and not give away her vast, seething hatred of the insanity that was the Esotericum, and instead seduce this monster so she could eventually not be killed when this little hideout collapsed under the weight of possibilities when the aether swallowed it.


  “If you want them back,” she purred softly, “I’ll make a deal with you. How’s that?”


  His lip peeled back in a snarl, looking down on her. “What sort of deal?”


  Now she had him.


  “You let me please you physically, and then I tell you what happened to them.”


  

   
  




  15- Bring Home the Bacon


  Sunday, Day 23, and Monday, Day 24


  Acatarn squealed, pig-like, while the cultists around him chanted and raised their arms in reverence. Ash wanted to laugh, but decided instead to zig and rake his sword across the boss’s side. Above its head, a health bar now appeared, telling him he was going to have to do a lot more damage before this thing finally died.


  The pig man spun and charged, slamming Ash aside and spinning him around to lose a half heart. It didn’t stop, either, and crashed into the trunk of a large tree, goring and killing one of the cultists in the process. Out from the cultist’s robe three worm creatures emerged.


  Shit.


  He automatically sent the Miracle out, and was pleased to see the holy waffle of his goddess expand outwards from him. It was accompanied by a single deafening bark, which pushed all the enemies back away.


  “Perfect,” he muttered, grinning.


  He had also noticed that his energy for Miracles increased, the more he killed the creatures. Right now, he still had three Miracles left, and more worm creatures meant he might have another after that.


  And yet… the cultists hadn’t been pushed away by the attack, nor were they coming after him.


  He whirled his blade several more times as the man-pig-beast slowly got to its feet to turn and begin attacking again. Once more, it squealed loudly before charging off, and again he wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge aside. He lost another half heart, leaving him with only three, while the boss monster still had three quarters of its health.


  “I don’t know why you get twenty or thirty hearts,” he said, making quick work of the first and second worm creature, “but it’s some bullshit.”


  Acatarn whirled and came after him again, only to slam into Ash’s Miracle use. The huge, flabby priest with the tusks and the hooves wasn’t pushed back like the worm creatures, but it was stopped in its tracks. He again slashed the hell out of its face before sprinting off to one of the trees it hadn’t smashed into before.


  First, he killed the worm creature before it could bite him. Next, he checked to see if the cultist was going to stab him in the back. Instead the hooded figure ignored him, arms raised, chanting in a language he didn’t understand.


  The boss again rushed at him, but this time Ash dove aside at the last moment and narrowly avoided losing his half a heart. Rolling and getting to his feet wasn’t a quick process though, and he could only get in a single hit before the pig sent several goring attacks his way. Again, the cultist in front of the tree was trampled and gored to death, and again it morphed into several underling worms.


  When it went to charge him again, he used his Miracle at the last possible moment, stunning the fuckbag, then stabbed it several times. Now it had fallen below half health, and he still had two and a half hearts. Still, not time to drop his guard. He should’ve only had one Miracle left, but he was at two now.


  Diving away and rolling was the only way to avoid damage, if he didn’t have his miracle, but this time when he dove he angled the sword to clip the beast in its side. Then he had the time to slash once before diving away again. With worm creatures close, he employed the glowing waffle Miracle and blasted them all back, and repeated his tactic of slashing Acatarn several more times.


  He’d hit the rhythm when the pig suddenly stopped, squealed, and vomited up a whole bunch of vile green goop Ash’s way. He again dodged aside, only to find the green stuff stuck to the ground and glowing faintly in the dim light here. It was confirmed to be poison a few seconds later when he dove aside, slashing the boss, and landed in the green stuff. He got in yet another slash, used his Miracle, and cut the beast several more times.


  Only a bit of its health left…


  Now it charged much faster than before, slammed into a tree and killed another cultist, then turned without being stunned and ran after him again. Ash slipped on the goo, took another damage from the fall and the poison, only just managed to fire off his Miracle one last time before being trampled. The pig squealed and reared back, then shook its head in a daze, only to have Ash ram his sword in its neck.


  Finally, the demonic monstrosity died.


  Ash found himself on his feet with his sword raised, looking around at the six cultists who still stood in a loose circle around the clearing.


  “Who’s next?” he bellowed. “You want some of what the goddess’s avatar gave this bastard?”


  Hoods were thrown back, and unseeing eyes seemed to stare both at and through him.  They were just people, he now saw, a human, an elf, a dwarf, two gnomes, and a man with a snake lower half. The ones he could see blinked several times and seemed to see him for the first time.


  “Who… are you?” they asked.


  “Call me Ash,” he said.


  “And who… do you serve?”


  He didn’t like this, but swallowed it. “I serve. The goddess. Seraphalia. She represents Love and the Sun.”


  “Please,” the dwarf woman asked. “Take us with you. We, too, will serve Seraphalia. We will serve Her and adore her.”


  The others were nodding.


  Was this… how he was supposed to gain Followers?


  “I was told someone would be here,” he said. “An older man and woman, in their fifties. Huge fluffy salt and pepper beard, on him I mean.”


  He received no laughs.


  “Another bishop must have them,” the dwarf woman responded.


  Your Princess isn’t here. She’s in another castle.


  “May we join you, avatar of Seraphalia?” another of them asked.


  Eventually he nodded, and watched in amazement as the forest floor swallowed these people up with holy light, and a grand angelic chorus. It all culminated as the last new person disappeared, with the sound of a hammer falling on an anvil. A sound of finality.


  ***


  The room after the large pentagram boss room contained another chest and a door leading out. This chest exploded open like the others, and contained a bounty: 45 coins, which matched what he’d made so far, another page of Her holy scripture (including a Follower skin of a crow-headed avian man and woman), and a plan for a new decoration.


  Ash checked on the new decoration and nearly collapsed, laughing. The decoration was of a statue, a dead gigantic pig with him standing atop it, one leg on its chest, and sword all the way through it. Its eyes were comical X’s and its tongue lolled out. Exactly the type of thing a growing flock of believers needed, he mused, shaking his head.


  Through the final glowing door, he found himself rising back up through a stone circle at the top of the clearing.


  Hadn’t he left in the morning, after hearing about his parents? Why was the sun low in the sky, with the sky awash with late evening sunset colors?


  Somehow he’d been gone a full day, and checking over his Faith meter, saw that it had dropped to nearly half. A notification explained that the success of his crusade had bolstered their Faith in him, raising it by a small amount. In order to revitalize his Faith, he needed to preach a sermon.


  He did not wish to preach a sermon, though a sinking feeling told him it was inevitable. Like a falling leaf at the mercy of the winds blowing in the autumn day, one could not simply deny destiny preordained, or so Pheldi had said in the third tarot room.


  Standing not far from his temple were his six new former cultists of the evil faith, now turned Followers. Each one of them pledged themselves to him. The UI gave him the choice of reskinning them and renaming them, but he chose not to. It seemed weird and invasive to just go against people’s will, changing their fundamental selves without approval.


  Then again, the same could be said for him violating Ashley and Mizu as he had. He squirmed uncomfortably, seeing Mizu's wild eyes in his imagination again, feeling distinctly guilty for taking advantage of this messiah situation. 


  The six new people plopped down around the effigy of Ash standing with Waffles, and fell right to sleep.


  Oh, right.


  Ash spent the night not eating or sleeping, but instead queueing up several new cottages in the clearing, and building two of them completely before the sun rose. This no-sleeping thing was pretty handy, when days seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. It had already been two days here, the first day assigning everybody survival tasks, having sex with Ashley and Mizu, and the second day apparently slashing his way through demonic beings in the woods to claim six new people for his flock.


  It occurred to him that four of those cultists had been arrayed around the edge of the final boss clearing and died by the power of the boss himself. He could’ve saved up to ten people, but Acatarn the unholy infusion of pig and man had made that impossible.


  The newcomers were effuse with their praise, thrilled to have beds to sleep on and a proper goddess to guide them, not the monstrous bishop and his profane Divine beings. If one needed proof of divinity, all they had to do was look at the holy symbol here, the golden retriever so pure and true, the messiah so handsome and forthright.


  He had no idea where that last bit came from, but wasn’t about to stop them praising him. Still, the pure joy on their faces felt very odd to him. People complained. It was just their nature. It was especially weird seeing Mizu or Netsu happily go about their work breaking and harvesting stone, or collecting berries for meals to be cooked by Lucifer. Netsu didn’t like him. She only had sex with him because… he wasn’t entirely sure why. She got the itch and he was able to scratch it? And as for Mizu… the weirdness that was her happy willingness to bone down was blatant, confusing, and unsettling.


  Stopping at the statue of himself and Waffles, he collected up a whole bucket’s worth of Devotion, earning him a point to spend on unlocking a new building. But instead of doing that, or building that building just yet, he needed to deal with the issue of Faith.


  “It’s time… for a sermon,” he told himself.


  It turned out, a sermon was as simple as selecting ‘Give a Sermon’ from the list of available menu items while in the temple.


  The words flowed out of him. He was nothing but a conduit for Her message. He was pretty sure his feet left the ground, and his arms spread wide, and he might’ve even bled golden glowy stuff from his eyes while the good word of Seraphalia poured out of him. As for the words themselves, he couldn’t hear them or remember what he’d said.


  The Followers were touched by his stirring words, in their minds this time instead of their hearts. Golden droplets of light emerged from each of them and smashed into his body. He felt nothing more than a slight tingle. He did, however, fill up with enough of this power to unlock another ability for the roguelike crusades he needed to go on. While the rest of them filed out to go about their lives or chat with the six new Followers, he opened the skill tree that had replaced his action deck called to him.


  He had three options at this juncture: go back and grab up an old, yet-to-be purchased skill, or get one of two new ones.


  The old one was called Curses, and the description read as such: Adds six new Curses on top of your current Miracle options.


  Well that sounded like some upper tier bad guy shit.


  The other two were called Holy Surge, and Guiding Light. The first read: Her favor lends you further fervor. Gain +1 to all weapon speeds, while the second read: The goddess has shone down Her holy radiance upon you, revealing the map.


  He was torn over this choice, but eventually chose Holy Surge. Not for the tongue twister, but for the speed bonus. It didn’t seem as though the dungeons were very complex, and speed was never a bad thing. Action economy had caused him to always choose werewolf druid over werebear: the more you attacked, the more damage you did.


  Outside, he assigned the new Followers to tasks, some of which were cleaning up after the flock, a duty he found to be both disgusting and amazing. Apparently all their poop became fertilizer for the crops in the farm plots. Ash wanted to be grossed out, but his mind was firmly fixed on the third experiment. He wanted to do it, but didn’t want to. He wanted to know and didn’t.


  Regardless, sundown came far faster than he wished, and though he wasn’t hungry, he ate with the rest of them. Their food was running low, and he would spend the night working while everybody else slept, creating more farm plots for the Followers to work.


  But as soon as night fell, they all jubilantly pranced back to their thatched roof huts, some hand in hand, some giggling and locking eyes with one another. The weirdest part was seeing his typically smart friends with their actual personalities erased, like they had fully bought into some weird cult indoctrination.


  “Experiment three?” he asked himself, looking up at his statue with the hand on the dog’s head. He turned toward the cottages, then back to the statue. “Don’t do it, dude.”


  Looking back to where everyone was getting snug in their narrow little beds, he made a considering noise with his mouth.


  “Nobody will stop you,” he told himself.


  “That’s not a good reason to do anything,” he replied… to himself. “You know how many serial killers started off thinking like that?”


  Him as the only thinking being in this whole clearing was dangerous.


  With all his Followers were asleep in their cottages, and he decided to head to where Jezebel now lay. He found her tangled up in Lucifer’s arms.


  Eventually, she shifted, and then her eyes opened in the darkness. He put a finger to her lips and brought up the interactions menu, then goggled when Adoration of the Flesh appeared there, just like it had with Ashley.


  She’d removed her Waffles-themed holy shift and lay there in nothing but a pair of panties.


  Long moments passed. He stared at her perfect body. He’d seen her like this before, generally in the mornings after he stayed over at their house in San Diego, after a night of video games and drinking, or roleplaying and drinking, or just dancing and drinking. Something about Jezebel was just difficult to resist. People online hadn’t been able to stop looking at her. She’d racked up millions of views making videos, monetized, and eventually went dual income both creating her crafts and selling them.


  And sure her art was great. She was talented, and her personality was a delight. She made fantasy art and dioramas in a community dominated by guys.


  Many in that community were young, lonely, and horny, which was why it mattered that underneath it all was the way she looked. She looked was amazing. She always had.


  This wasn’t her. Sure, it was her body, and her name was still Jezebel, but something essential had been stolen out from under her, and that was the part he’d always been attracted to. She stared at him without expression, expectation. No fear, but no excitement either.


  “Sleep,” he said, and watched as her eyes automatically closed without hesitation.


  He went off to see if he could press the Adoration of the Flesh button on Evie and Ashley at the same time.


  It turned out he could.


  

   
  




  16- Tools of the Crusade


  Tuesday, Day 25


  Ash left in the middle of night on another crusade. He hadn’t found his parents in the first dungeon, nor had they been two of the four killed off by Acatarn the pig-demon-man-bishop.


  Picking up his Sun-Blessed Claws, attack 7, speed 11, and defense 4, he also picked up his Miracle Insidious Love. The description told him: A random enemy will become your ally for a short time.


  The claws resembled nothing so much as pure condensed light coming out of his hands like those of a superhero, but much larger. They were like short swords.


  The speed turned out to be more than enough to tear through all the enemies in room after room, netting him gold and little trinkets, like gold nuggets, bits of food, and occasionally pages of Her holy scripture.


  The enemies were more numerous this time, with faster scorpions, more bats, angrier and larger pigs, and worms that leapt to slam down at his feet to try damaging him, but he was ready this time. He also found ball-shaped winged things with tentacles in front of their mouths, which spit out little fireballs he needed to block, but luckily they died after only three quick hits. He zipped after these first in almost every room where they popped up.


  He also met with Pheldi every cluster of dungeon rooms, grabbing up a tarot card bonus here and there. It seemed these bonuses didn’t stack with previous dungeons, and so you’d have to get the power to drain your opponents’ speed in this dungeon but next dungeon do retaliatory damage to every opponent in the room whenever you took damage. Still, by the time he met the second boss, he had a 20% chance for a defeated enemy to drop half a heart, he had the speed draining ability, and he also had extra Righteousness after any room he finished without taking damage.


  The Miracle Insidious Love had proven to be invaluable in basically all the rooms, but especially the ones with a lot of monsters. He’d enter the room, hit the Miracle, and attack anything that wasn’t currently occupied by his new ally. Then, either the other enemies would kill off his ally, no problem there, or more likely, it would revert back to enemy status just in time to have its face clawed off.


  Although he was given the choice of a Bane Battle Axe before leaving the second cluster of rooms, which did more damage and had higher defense, it was really slow and he couldn’t see himself using it. Speed really was king. The new Miracle though, was called Her Punishing Love and fired several homing hearts, which burst for damage against his opponents, so he went with that. Usually skills and spells for turning enemies into allies were totally ineffectual against bosses, and that wouldn’t do.


  The room this time was identical to the last: with a wide circle covered with a pentagram and plenty of runes. This time three smaller circles sat within the demonic circle, each containing a robed cultist. Around the clearing, more cultists chanted and raised their arms, while a bishop pointed a holy staff Ash’s way.


  “You have been corrupted by the fell influence of the dark one!” he shouted.


  “I didn’t send monsters and creatures to try and kill you every step of the way,” he responded. “Now, just back away from these people, let me take them back with me, and nobody has to get hurt.”


  “You would come to this sacred space and make demands?” the bishop roared. “Beings most divine, aid me in this quest to destroy this menace!”


  This ended with him sprouting gross, leathery bat wings and lifting off the ground while his clerical robes fell away. Underneath, Ash was disgusted to find, was bulging leathery skin. Somehow his mustache and goatee had sprouted into a cluster of writhing Cthulhu tentacles.


  This time, as soon as he’d transformed, he smashed down on the ground and killed the three closest cultists with the seismic bulk attack. Out from under their robes now floated more of those ball-shaped winged ranged attackers.


  Brathiel was the name of this dirtbag, and Ash didn’t waste any time in employing his homing Miracle twice, before slashing his hench-monsters apart. He followed this up with a whirl of claws against the main boss, who suddenly stopped and vomited a torrent of fireballs at him. He dodged aside but still got one on the leg in his dive.


  Which was fine; four and a half hearts remained.


  He followed this with two more Miracle castings and a blur of slashing blades. Another series of fireballs took another half a heart off, but Brathiel was already at half his health and going into a more aggressive phase. It began ramming downward into the ground, sending a damaging shockwave out at him, but he just backpedaled whenever it shuddered spasmodically to avoid them.


  Aside form that, there was no letting up. He just kept hammering away at the floating monstrosity and watched as its health steadily slid downward, even though he was loving half a heart here, then there, then again.


  By the time he got to a single heart, the creature was basically dead, but two of the cultists had gotten fireballed and transformed into those tiny copies of the boss. Another whirl of attacks ended the boss’s life and it splatted down to the ground with a wet splort.


  The whole thing cracked open and oozed a greenish slime, which caused him to wrinkle his nose and back away from, but it wasn’t a death curse of some kind. He was breathing hard, but was elated that this one hadn’t been too difficult. It was definitely all on account of the claws he’d lucked out on this time. Both his Miracles proved perfect for the job at hand, though he couldn’t count on that next time. For now, the remaining cultists removed their robes and drifted toward him, staring in wordless amazement.


  “Messiah,” the first breathed.


  “The goddess Seraphalia hopes you will join me, and Her, in our community,” he said. “There you will find food, a bed, and Her smiling upon you each day at sunrise.”


  Then he admonished himself for getting into the role. This was temporary. He wanted Evie and Ashley back, wanted his best friend to return to normal, and though he didn’t particularly wish to deal with the Mizu-Netsu situation, he had no choice. Avoiding the consequences was only going to make things worse.


  The new Followers all disappeared into the ground, with the now-familiar heavenly chorus, golden flash of light, and final strike of hammer on anvil.


  The situation would never get resolved… if they stayed mindless sex slaves forever.


  “Nope,” he said aloud. “Nope nope nope. You didn’t fail last night, you’re not doing it like this.”


  The temptation was not welcome. Instead what he did was head to the treasure room, grab up all the coins, the page of Her scriptures, get a new Follower skin, and head back to base to begin the process of adding more huts and farmland.


  ***


  He had been dungeon delving through the night, and came back after midday to welcome the new Followers, right after adding new huts to the residential side of the clearing, or ordering their construction rather, and also a cluster of new farm plots over in that side. Several of them trotted off to get to work. He then indoctrinated his new followers in, again keeping their names and their skins the same as they had been. He shook hands and smiled at the new inductees, taking a look over their red and green icons for the buffs and debuffs. Some were faster, some slower workers, others were more prone to getting sick. One of them would lose Faith if she witnessed him cavorting with other flock members. Soon though they became a blur, seeming not to matter overmuch. The ones who were slower builders got assigned to farming or prayer, the ones who generated less Devotion got assigned to lumber and stone. He then spent a short time assigning them to tasks like the other thirteen.


  Oh, and he was out of coins. It hadn’t occurred to him that the thatched roof huts and the farm plots cost coins to create. He went to the refinery place, ordered up more planks, but then saw that he could turn the gold nuggets into coins. He ordered up all of his gold nuggets into coins, shaking his head. The game was being pretty stingy compared with his normal Spellcraft style game adventure experience.


  Marveling at the changes that had come over the place in the last three days, he noted several huge changes. First, a gigantic rock formation had been whittled down to nearly a single boulder by Netsu. Second, a number of the trees were chopped down and their stumps removed. The result was a larger meadow space for constructing buildings.


  He grinned at the sight of Evie and Mizu playing in the font, the fountain for getting themselves cleaned up, and surveyed the area. The flock had almost doubled last time, and now he was adding eight more. Twenty-one total Followers now. First he sucked up all the Devotion Jezebel and the other workers were pouring into the statue of him in the center of town, checked over cleanliness (good) and then hunger (not good). Damien was busy waving his little hands at the magic-looking stuff that flowed out of his mother’s chest, and the magic-looking stuff floating around the gigantic statue of him and Waffles. Which prompted him to head over to where Ashley and Lucy were staring down at a bunch of rotten plants.


  “What’s going on here?” he asked.


  “It’s a plague or a plant disease of some kind,” Lucy said. “We’re going to need to dig these out and plant all new seeds. How many did you pick up on your adventures?”


  “Four,” Ash replied.


  “That won’t be enough.”


  The eggs from the chickens wouldn’t be enough either. Shit.


  “Uh… okay.” He headed back into the temple, bypassed the sermon thing, and then reconsidered. He wasn’t fully topped up on Faith, and the last time he gave the sermon, he’d gotten the permanent +1 bonus to speed. Although he was really wary of the sermon for several reasons, the upgrades for doing increasingly more difficult dungeon dives was… regrettably necessary.


  He did not at all like the idea of forcing his friends and these innocent people to listen to Her words coming out of his mouth. He had no idea what he’d said, for one thing, and he wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t floated off the ground, cried golden tears, and adopted a Jesus Christ pose. None of the physical effects were cool with him either, because he didn’t like being worn as a puppet.


  He selected the option anyway, because he felt it might be necessary to grab more and more of the bonuses for the roguelike part of this game.


  All twenty-one of his Followers, including baby Damien, filed in with worried smiles on their faces.


  “It’s going to be all right,” he told them. “I’ve got everything under—”


  He didn’t remember what happened after that, only that he was giving a sermon, the words flowed out of him like rays out of the sun, and those words were reflected back at him with the vapid, joyous smiles of the believers before him. They would look at one another, eyes brimming with tears, and nod to one another in that knowing way, while he spoke Her doctrine. At the end, once more, the golden light came out of their heads and smashed into his body, causing him to tingle.


  Since there were now twenty-three of them, he got 25 points to work with. Ashley and Mizu had leveled up because of his extra attention on them. This put him over the threshold for another permanent upgrade, and a third of the way toward the next one.


  Immediately following, he went into the Rituals, and selected Fasting Ritual. It did what he figured it would, and told the Followers that food wouldn’t be necessary for several days. Though while he was here, he tapped on Sun’s Enlightening Caress, and found the Ritual had them lay out nude under the sun, teaching the Followers how to work faster or more efficiently. Rain Dance also was done in the nude, the description informed him. Oh, and the Bonfire Dance as well.


  Pervy rituals, he thought, grinning. Maybe he’d do one of those next. He still felt wrong perving on his best friend’s hypnotized wife, but seeing all his girlfriends and sex partners dancing around a fire in the buff was a good way to block out the potential guilt.


  And of course, the Love’s Frenzy, which he wouldn’t be using unless explicitly commanded to, because it was nothing more than an orgy and he didn’t want Lucy and Jez having sex with people other than their spouse. They hadn’t been into that kind of thing when they’d been in their right minds, as far as he knew.


  He needed to be done with this task ASAP and return to adventuring in a skyship.


  Therefore, it was past time to enact Fasting Ritual, so without any further delay that was just what he did. All his Followers automatically gathered in a circle, singing a Kumbayah style song while holding hands, raising them up to the sky and smiling. Food wasn’t necessary! These bodies were only vessels of the infinite, and could be sustained with Her love and light! It all made sense now.


  He slowly descended the two steps and was welcomed into the circle, which tightened around him until he was in the center of a large hug.


  When they released him, he headed back to the altar and checked on his available upgrades. The two options from before were still available: Curses and Guiding Light. However, since he had apparently broken through a threshold, it was time to unlock a next level of potential upgrades. This would require him to start with another Messiah’s Fervor, which added another permanent heart.


  He chose that one, rather than add evil curses or reveal the map. As soon as that was done, four more upgrades unlocked. The ones to the right were magic and Miracle based. After Curses, the next (Righteous Fury) would give him additional Righteousness, so he could cast five Miracles without running low. The other that required Curses to be active was called Abundance of Miracles.


  Abundance of Miracles - you begin each crusade with an additional Miracle selection.


  This one, if he was reading it correctly, would show him two Miracles and he’d be able to pick one. Otherwise, he might get to have and use two Miracles throughout a dungeon run. Either one of those was pretty great, but required him to take the upgrade he definitely didn’t want.


  The other two were directly related to weapons. The first was Aegis of the Almighty, and added a permanent +1 to his defense, regardless of the weapon. Standard. Since he’d bought the speed boost upgrade this one was available for purchase. The other was Tools of the Crusade, and was worded similarly to the Abundance one.


  Tools of the Crusade - you begin each crusade with an additional weapon selection.


  That seemed a lot more like ‘there are two weapons any time you enter a dungeon.’


  “Am I thinking about this the wrong way?” he asked himself. What he needed, what he really needed, was just to finish the 100 Followers quest and exit this insanity. So what if he had Curses and Miracles? This wasn’t a game to be played with kid gloves. He had been fortunate enough not to die so far, but the second level had certainly been harder than the first. It was only a matter of time before higher difficulty or bad luck had him dead.


  “Time for another one,” he told himself, and marched out of the temple toward the exit of the clearing.


  

   
  




  17- A Foot Fetish


  Tuesday, Day 25


  A large chest appeared from the ground with a burst of magic light and Ash stood before it, panting. He was down to a heart and a half, and he still had to go through another clump of rooms, possibly two clumps of rooms, before fighting the boss.


  He’d started this dungeon run just after breakfast and darkness was now falling. It felt like it had only been about an hour or so of fighting, but apparently it had been about twelve.


  Bad luck. He stared down at the axe, which was high damage but slow as fuck. He needed to be rid of it, even though success was probably impossible for this dungeon. The problem was, he didn’t see an exit button or a way to return back to the clearing. Apparently these dungeons were do or die.


  “Fine,” he told himself, though it wasn’t. “It’ll be fine.”


  He grabbed up another page of Her holy scripture, complete with a dryadic Follower form, a good twelve gold coins, and several seeds for planting. A small victory, but he’d take it. They needed those seeds to eventually have some food for when the Fasting Ritual died down and his twenty-three hungry mouths needed to eat again.


  The next stage of this dungeon crusade didn’t begin with new weapons, so he played it very careful, dancing around the enemies and lashing out with his axe when he had one cornered, away from where the others would hit him while he wasn’t looking.


  The harpies were fucking annoying, because they only screeched about a second before surging down in a quick dive to claw at him. Also, once they clawed you, they could hold on to an arm. It seemed to decrease his speed, which meant more heart loss. If there was one stroke of luck in all this, it was that he’d gotten the flash bang Miracle again, and could stun them to either give himself some space, or hack harpies apart while they were stunned.


  Two exits to this room. He took the one on the right, sighing, and hoping that for once the old maxim of ‘right is never wrong’ proved true.


  He was about to grit his teeth and accept death when he realized the helmeted man with the leather cuirass and the round shield holding the spear was another Pheldi. On the ground before him were several weapon choices: one a bow with a shining arrow he hadn’t seen used before, another sacrificial looking dagger with a slithering blade, and a slightly different axe. He was using Bane Axe, which slowed enemies. This proved useless, since nothing took more than two hits. The new axe was Draining, so it could take a heart from enemies and refill one of his hearts.


  By contrast the bow was Sun-blessed, which had a greater critical hit chance, and the dagger was Bane, so enemies would be slowed. Although he didn’t like the look of the dagger, and the fact that it was called Sacrificial Bane Dagger, it was damage 6, speed 13, and defense 7, so slowing enemies was going to be useful.


  If he lived that long.


  All three of these seemed to have their uses, and he wished to have the opportunity to carry a melee and a ranged weapon, like in other roguelike games.


  “May this steel serve you well in your quest to better serve Her,” the warrior said.


  Yeah.


  He ventured out of the room and on through another series of rooms, grabbing half a heart in one, a full heart in another, but he ended up hit twice by harpies, and entered the boss’s room with only two hearts remaining.


  “Okay asshole,” he called, pointing the dagger at the Cleric standing before him. “I’m here for your people. Don’t transform into a grotesque monster and everybody can just come with me peace—”


  The Cleric’s hands exploded out into scorpion claws, his legs split into four sets of spiny, segmented legs, and not one but two scorpion tails sprouted from the Divine alone knew where. The Cleric’s head had stretched out, ripping on either side, spilling his hat and pus-soaked robes to the ground, and revealing shining black eyes where his old eyes had been. Oh, and also in the middle of his forehead where the skin had stretched to its breaking point and torn.


  This whole thing apparently was enough to kill off the three Followers closest to the Cleric, and out of the ground, from reddish pentagrams, came three scorpion henchmen. It was certainly enough to churn Ash’s stomach.


  At very least, it was sort of nice that this was so predictable. He had one of the scorpions dead before he was forced to dance back away from the tails spurting green globs of fluid at him.


  This was so gross, but worse, he only had the chance to stab the hench-scorpion three times before needing to retreat back from it. Then, thinking better of it, he surged forward, flashed his Miracle flash bang, and finished it off while all three remaining enemies sat stunned.


  As the fight got going, he was alarmed to realize this thing would take a whole lot longer to kill than the past two. He got in two, then a third quick jab with his curvy knife, luckily getting some of the Bane effect in there to slow it down, but against its claw, which did practically no damage. Then he was rolling away again, as it turned and shot a tail forward. This crashed into the chest of one of the cultists and killed them instantly, dropping a scorpion creature out of the now empty hooded cloak.


  Another several dodges and swipes later, Bane took effect again and slowed it down, which he used to dart in and test a theory. Slashing at its leg soon proved the theory true: the scorpion’s claws were heavily armored.


  He took his first of four remaining hits after lingering too long after the flash bang Miracle. Now at one and a half hearts, he slashed quickly at the hench-creature and backed off. Another cultist died and spawned a scorpion creature, and in the meantime he rolled, dodged, dashed, circled around, and got hit again.


  “Shit,” he muttered to himself, popped his last Miracle, and cut through one of the scorpions. Then he dodged aside, raked the gigantic bastard across two legs, and was delighted to see its health drop. He found himself less delighted to find it still had over three quarters of its health left.


  Another series of fireballs required him to duck and spin away, slashed at one of the last two hench-creatures remaining, and watch as yet another cultist died. Dodging, slashing, poking, jumping, and once skittering, he ended up taking another hit from those big ass armor claws. Well, the least he could do was slow the creature by repeatedly cutting it like it was his friggin’ job. He dodged inward, cut it several more times, then dove away while it killed one more of the cultists.


  “Okay listen jackwad," he called out, rolled, popped up, and cut down another scorpion. With this last one, he had enough Righteousness to cast his Miracle again—


  And he took another hit just before getting the stun blast off.


  He was now at just half a heart left, with zero Miracles and no clear idea what would happen when he lost. The boss still had two thirds of its health.


  It occurred to him that this thing had to have a blind spot. Big bosses usually had something going on, some way to even the odds, some special way…


  He dashed forward, hoping this would do it, shoulder rolled to the thing’s side, then cut even further to where its tails rose up over its body. When it turned to get at him, he simply stayed even with the tails.


  “I can do this,” he panted, beginning to cut the boss essentially in its butthole. Again and again he slashed and hacked, dealing it more and more damage. When it skittered aside to get him in its sights, he moved along with it.


  He could do this.


  Then he stepped on another smaller scorpion and felt its stinger bite into his leg. He died, and he knew this not because he stopped thinking, seeing, or hearing, but because a blobby red pool of blood looking thing hovered into view, proclaiming YOU DIED.


  ***


  This wasn’t the first time Ash had died. That honor came from stabbing himself repeatedly in the guts with the intent of burning down a shopkeeper’s store.


  This was, however, the first time he had died while in service to Seraphalia, goddess of Love and the Sun, and that meant he had no idea what was coming. Joining thousands upon thousands of souls that had also departed their bodies on the way towards eternal damnation? A Greek style afterlife escape situation? A meeting with the whole pantheon, while they decided what would become of him? A screen asking him if he’d like to continue?


  None of those happened, in fact.


  Instead he saw the tops of clouds, and a thin, flat floor composed of marble. He was upon this before he realized he had a body, and Seraphalia was with him a moment later, on a gigantic throne as though she’d always been there.


  He hadn’t gotten a good look at any of them before, but she was gorgeous. You’d imagine a goddess of Love to be gorgeous, and you’d be partly right. She was exactly what Ash thought of as the sexiest thing imaginable: wavy honey blonde hair, Mediterranean skin, and eyes so blue you could only find it off the shore of certain Polynesian islands. Her lips bowed flawless, and her body could not have been better in any single way. It was currently wrapped in a single semi-translucent toga, which hinted at more unattainable glory beneath.


  Despite Ash’s hesitance to do this thing’s bidding, despite him wondering what the hell human sacrifice was doing in his temple, and despite his dislike of the idea of curses, he wanted her. He longed to touch her, lick every inch of her body, touch and run his hands over all the parts.


  He’d never been a feet man, but he wanted to run his tongue between them, suck on her toes, hear even a glimmer of a fraction of a hint of enjoyment out of her. Whatever he was doing at that moment, he would keep doing it until he died of thirst.


  A smile curled at one corner of her mouth, and remembered how the thoughts of his own Followers were laid bare before him.


  “Yes, Chosen One,” she said, gracing him with her pleasure. “Every iota of you has been given over to me, and that includes your every thought and desire.”


  He could only numbly nod.


  “A great deal of thoughts and desires, as it happens.”


  He nodded even more, while her gigantic arm reached out towards him, down and down, and her immense finger booped him on the nose. He could only blink, while sensations filled him, many strange and wondrous and indescribable sensations.


  “You have honored me by growing your flock,” she told him.


  “I… died.”


  “Death is not as you recall it from your old world,” she said. “I have the power to remake you a body, should I wish it.”


  Oh holy fuck, did she wish it? He didn’t particularly wish to end up a smear in a forest clearing with a mutant scorpion dancing on his corpse.


  Now she made an amused sound, which melted right though every crack and crevasse of his soul, giving him the type of orgasmic pleasure he’d only dreamed of having. The kind they described in books as pure, absolute bliss.


  “You will be allowed another chance at greatness, my vessel” Seraphalia told him, and blew a kiss his way. He was swallowed in her love, and all went black.


  ***


  He arrived back in the meadow somehow, not fallen from the sky but vomited up from the earth like the way cultists were taken and how they later arrived here once he finished the dungeon runs, becoming Followers.


  They’d lost Faith in him. His Faith meter had dipped. The worried expressions came from Ashley and Evie, and also Heather. It was the colder expressions of disdain that he found difficult to handle. If it was just the newbies, it wouldn’t be a problem. He only cared about these people as far as it got him out of this predicament. No, he spotted Lucifer and Jezebel both giving him sour looks, and that hurt.


  “Fuck that,” he muttered, and stormed back out of the clearing toward the exit. These people could figure their own lives out.


  He arrived in the first dungeon room and groaned. The Bane Bow & Arrow floated there for him to use, along with a new Miracle looking like a sword. Goddess’s Justice read creates a wave of destruction in front of you.


  “Fine,” he said, and grabbed up his two weapons for the fight to come.


  Some hours in the game later, he stood ready to take on the bishop, who had somehow transformed back into a person. He had three and a half hearts this time, because one of his tarot cards gave him a 20% chance of stealing life from any enemy he hit. He was still taking a lot of damage, but regenerating it every now and again. The bow and arrow weren’t bad, but they had terrible defense. He couldn’t block shit with them. He hadn’t come upon the armorer this time, and didn’t have a replacement weapon for it, but he had gotten a replacement Miracle, so he’d taken the knockback one. Although the wave of destruction had served him pretty well, a bow and arrow really needed your enemies to be farther away from you.


  This time, he immediately went after the bishop’s blind spot, thunking arrows into its armored back over and over while using the knockback Miracle whenever other smaller creatures came near. When necessary, he’d fire shots into the injured scorpion creatures and kill them to recover some Righteousness, fuel for his Miracles. The other tarot card he’d gotten had increased the amount of Miracle fuel he recovered, which left him in a much better position to stay in this thing’s blind spot and shower it with arrows that made it slower.


  By the time he’d finished, only five of the cultists remained, and he was down to one and a half hearts. But he did finish, and that was the important thing.


  “There!” he called up to Her. “I did it!”


  Five new Followers was better than having to disappoint that horrible, wonderful being. The problem he was going to run into, though, was the grind ending with him dying over and over again, in between gathering fewer and fewer followers. While he didn’t love the idea, it looked like he needed to spend several days in the clearing with the flock.


  When he stepped into the next room, expecting to grab up a large treasure chest, he instead found his mother bound and gagged, tied up in the middle of a ritual circle. Several cultists stood over her, one of them holding a long-bladed dagger gleaming in the moonlight. His mother hadn’t changed at all from joining the fantasy world of Spellcraft, of course she hadn’t, and her stricken eyes stared at him.


  One Miracle blew them all back away from his mother, and the first of them found one, two, then three arrows sticking out of his body.


  The other two began to circle him, only to catch arrows as well. When the second fell, the third turned to run away through the glowing door, but ended up with an arrow in his back.


  “It’s okay, Mom,” he told her quietly.


  Moments later the cultist’s dagger had cut through her bindings and she was freed. Sobbing, she embraced him.


  “Ash?” she asked in a strangled whisper. “Is that you?”


  “It’s me,” he said, voice thick with emotion.


  

   
  




  18- Judge Not, Lest Ye Be Judged


  Tuesday, Day 25


  In the last few hours, Ash had not only died, but he’d come back to life through the kiss bestowed by a gorgeous goddess, then followed it up by getting revenge. And finally, he’d come face to face with the person who had made him.


  “How…” his mother asked, and reached out to touch his face.


  He’d hold off on heading back to the congregation, so he could have a few minutes here with her, in the spooky monster-infested forest.


  “I watched it happen,” he said, and told her the story of the red and blue fight he’d seen happening less than a month ago, at the beginning of the end of the world. Then scaling a floating island and finding Ashley inside at the mercy of a bunch of kobolds, freeing her explosively, traveling around, buying a sky ship and getting passengers aboard, attacks, losing Evie’s brother to his own malice, almost ending up a gigolo bottom under some monster named Mr. Ed, getting chased out of town by cartel members, the transition over into Nova Corridor world, facing Throdric once again, and then the taint of the elder Cthulhu god He Who Slumbers and… and…


  “What is it?” his mother asked, eyes full of concern.


  There was something completely wrong with what was happening here and now. He didn’t know what, and didn’t know how to combat it, because you couldn’t fight what you couldn’t identify.


  He’d started off the mission with seven Followers and one who was too young to indoctrinate.


  Ashley and Evie, who’d sort of become the throuple with him, the triumvirate inner circle to lead the others. Mizu and Netsu, despite the lies and the fall from grace. Heather, who he’d offered a way out of Nova Corridor. Lucy and Jezebel, his best friend and his best friend’s wife. And…


  His head began to pound.


  And there was something else. Not Damien, the child, and not Waffles, his faithful familiar who’d become the holy symbol for the ‘flock,’ but something else. Some…one else?


  “What…”


  His headache screamed down through his body like a bolt of lightning.


  The whole clearing began to separate. The walls and floor rippled and bulged like the room was full of water and it was pressing outward, or rather like he’d used knockback on the very fabric of reality.


  First of all, there were walls and a floor, and a ceiling to this place. He knew that because the forest started coming apart. The forest itself was like an expertly painted illusion, a movie set. Bushes were slashed apart and the seams creating the walls and floor exposed themselves. The same happened with the ceiling; with the tops popping off distant trees along a flat seam, and the night sky pulling further away.


  In between the floor and walls, a whole lot came to the fore.


  First, he saw black ooze. The same shit that Darren had been spewing, the same stuff that had replaced his arm after it had been chopped off. That stuff was the glue holding the walls together. Next came the coding. These were the letters and numbers and symbols that came in the glitch when he’d started making his character and interacting with Guide. Third came the screaming.


  “Stop! Stop it! Please!” It kept going like that while the room tried not to explode outward, and failed. “It hurts! It hurts so bad!”


  If nothing else freaked him the fuck out, it was the screaming coming from far off, a scream whose owner he recognized. The owner whose name, face, and existence he wasn’t allowed to think about or remember. That owner.


  You have seven Followers…


  He whirled suddenly, needing to know what it was he’d left and how exactly it appeared now. He wasn’t disappointed.


  Behind him lay a completely different environment to what he thought he’d been in. What had been an eerie dark forest was now a splendid temple interior. It was splattered with black goop, and Ash watched in numb horror as the goop spread and expanded over dead bodies, across the floor tiles, over the tapestries and banners, and up the splendid columns. Worst of all, the black goo visibly caused a puddle of blood to shrink down, as it was sucked up. This caused the blackness to expand at a much greater speed.


  “Ash?” his mother asked. “What is it?”


  Ash stared at it only long enough for him to realize that it was bad for him to be able to see behind the curtain. Because there was a curtain. He was being mind fucked by the goddess, or rather, He Who Slumbers. The goddess wasn’t real, she was just a projection of what the Great Old One was doing to him.


  “Ashley Daniel! Come back here.”


  The results, however were very real. He was a third done with his his agreement with the evil god of the depths of insanity or whatever. He’d given up his quests to find his parents, given up his quest to find out more about the Great Old One, and instead brokered a deal with the old bastard ensuring obedience and a chance to help He Who Slumbers wake up, presumably. The Cthulhu god surely had inscrutable motives, but the plain fact of His deception indicated He wanted Ash to do something for him. Although Ash didn’t know what that was exactly, it didn’t matter.


  He stepped away from the door and turned around, trying to hide his horror. His mind could be read. It could be manipulated without a single hint of difficulty, so completely that an unimaginable horror from beyond time and space could—and had—made him think he was doing god’s work.


  Worst of all, he couldn’t leave. He couldn’t just stop doing this, because he was fully in thrall to the thing he was now unwillingly serving. No wonder things had felt so weird and creepy and wrong. There was nothing he could do but gain the hundred followers, while he tried to think of a way out of this, or a way to overcome the influence of a being who had made him hard in an instant, and caused him to lose his mind with adoration in just seconds. He couldn’t trust himself to know what to do, and worse, the others were even more useless than he was.


  “Ash, you come talk to your mother right this instant.”


  “Okay,” he said, thinking of a meme, with a dog sitting inside a burning kitchen, smiling vaguely and holding a coffee. “This is fine.”


  It was not fine, obviously. It was terrible. Worse than terrible, whatever that word was. This person might not even be his mother. He hoped the hell not, because he had a bunch of potentially useful rituals that required everybody to strip naked.


  “Ashley Daniel Wilkerson, this is the first I’ve heard from you or seen you in weeks, and this is what happens? Typical.”


  He drifted back over to where his mother was sitting, not seeing much. If he was right and the other two dungeon levels were actually villages with temples, he had helped to infect much more with the presence of He Who Slumbers than Darren and… and…


  The screaming was still continuing from far away, but now it came back to the fore. The moment he stopped trying to figure out what was making the horrific racket, and who he couldn’t remember to think about, the screaming lessened in intensity. The walls came back together. The ooze retreated back into the space between the walls, while the code stopped flowing so heavily up and up and up.


  He stepped up to his mother and hugged her. “I’ll come get you in just a minute, okay?” he mumbled.


  “Whatever do you mean? You explain yourself this ins—”


  Instead she disappeared into the ground, and that made sense too. Of course people weren’t transported through some heavenly dimension and back to wherever his cult headquarters was. He suppressed a shudder, hoping that wherever she went and whatever she saw or felt while she was underground or in hell wasn’t too horrifying.


  He had to think. He really had to think.


  He needed to find a way to identify what he’d lost when he entered into the contract, and he needed to figure out a way to turn this situation…


  The Faith. The Belief. It was literally powerful. Righteousness powered Miracles. The Miracles came from the sermons and the rituals. When he’d joined this contract, he’d gotten… infused with that black goo from He Who Slumbers somehow. He had no idea how, since none of it had gotten on him, not like the bird Cleric from the temple. He’d left all of it inside the contained temple and left to journey toward where the quest log pointed, toward his parents.


  Okay, there was a way then. He strode through the gleaming doorway and arrived back in the clearing, where all twenty-three of his current Followers did their assigned tasks, with his old CPR training coming back to him.


  “First check on the patient,” he breathed. “Hey, are you okay? Can you hear me?”


  Most of them seemed to be working, though he found two clumps of three each were just chatting instead of working. When they saw him, their faces turned down.


  “That’s right,” he muttered. “Here’s the messiah come to crack the whip and get you back to work.”


  He ventured further in, finding that the effigy had been filled with Devotion, and he soon sucked all hundred of it up. This filled the meter to give him a new upgrade, with which to buy a new building, but he decided not to. He then absorbed the rest of it, bringing him to 90 total points of Devotion. Work there resumed, or rather Worship, because Jezebel and the others standing around the effigy began chanting and waving their arms, pouring prayer into it and storing the blobs of light. More of them drifted over and began chanting under their breath, bringing the effigy quickly up to five, and then ten Devotion.


  “Second, check the airway,” he said, and looked to the various meters to ensure his flock was doing all right.


  They were not.


  Faith was even at about half, Hunger had been stopped and a large no eating symbol rested over it, but Cleanliness was low, around a third.


  “What the shit?”


  Piles of it lay everywhere in the clearing. Everywhere.


  “Hey!” he called, and most of the work stopped. Prayer continued, with people locked in, eyes glowing, slapping his statue with more light blobs. “What gives? I assigned some of you to cleanup detail.”


  “The outhouse broke,” one of the newer Followers complained. “Also cleaning it out… forgive me, avatar of the mighty goddess, but cleaning out the outhouse doesn’t feel like I’m honoring Her.”


  He assigned her to worship at his statue and grabbed up one of the other new converts. “You’re on cleanup with me.”


  “Uh… yes, avatar.”


  “Tilt the head back, and give two breaths to the patient,” he told himself.


  First, his mother. She stared around the clearing and wrinkled her nose at the fertilizer everyone had left laying around.


  “It’s about time,” she said.


  “Not now, Mom,” he told her.


  She spluttered a bit.


  Evie flounced over to him. “Ash, is this your mother?”


  “Aren’t there berries to collect?” he asked quietly.


  “This is no way to talk to your friends, Ashley Daniel,” she said.


  “It’s really nice to meet you, Ash’s mom,” Evie said, beaming. “Your son has saved my life several times over, and helped comfort me after I lost my brother.”


  His mother turned her attention from Evie and towards Ash. “Is that so? He can be a very comforting boy, can’t he?”


  “So comforting!” Evie gushed. “Do you want to meet the others he’s saved and comforted?”


  “Evie…” he warned.


  “I’d be thrilled,” she said in a flat tone, glaring at him.


  Evie took her hand and bounced off toward the twins, pausing only to let his mother catch up. Although he was horrified by the idea of his mother both learning the truth and judging the hell out of him, he had bigger concerns to deal with. Him doing the work of the literal devil was first on his mind.


  “I guess… begin chest compressions.”


  It took almost six hours by game time to clean up the fetid wasteland that was the clearing. He found people taking dumps literally everywhere like animals. Then it took a lot of resources to both fix up the outhouse, and order the construction of another one. He put in a third just for good measure, and found himself largely out of coins. There was only enough for a single new hut, for the five newcomers.


  Before it got towards dark, he indoctrinated the five newbies into the cult, hating himself for doing so but going through the motions while he tried to figure out what to do and how to stop this. His mind buzzed with questions he couldn’t answer, and possibilities he wasn’t sure would work.


  One, he had never played this particular game system and didn’t know how it might function. Two, he didn’t see a leveling system, aside from the upgrades to combat and Miracles. Neither of those would work.


  It was getting towards dark, so he headed into the temple and invited (ordered) everyone to join him for a sermon. Now behind the altar, it felt even more creepy and wrong than it had previously. The dagger with its wiggly blade seemed even more menacing, and his face even more distorted when he peered into the basin.


  Once again the golden light surrounded him, he floated, his eyes bled gold stuff, and the concentrated power of their fanaticism came out of them in golden light, hitting him. His mother was among those pouring resources into him.


  As he began to float back down to the raised dais, the realization struck him: the Devotion and Belief really were resources. If they were resources and he was using them to buy upgrades, then they were powerful. He just had no idea how to get access to them.


  Now that he had 35 Followers, he was more than a third of the way toward his goal. Faith was up, Cleanliness was up, and Hunger still wouldn’t be an issue for another day.


  People were staring at him, waiting for his next order. Allow them to go to bed and begin again the next morning, or… enact a ritual?


  Shit, his mother was here. Although he wanted to do the Bonfire Ritual, just to see what he could get out of the deal, he had no wish to see his own mother naked and dancing around the fire.


  He could handle this. He was an adult. Adults saw lots of things they weren’t supposed to. Adults also figured their shit out, like… using a blindfold. Yeah. Also, there was a very good chance his mind was being manipulated, and the person claiming to be his mother was just a tool to control him. She was another person wearing his mom’s face, or was literally just a figment of his imagination made manifest by his dark master.


  Right. That was probably it. He ordered the Bonfire Ritual and listened to the general cheer go up.


  

   
  




  19- Dive Off The Precipice Headfirst


  Wednesday, Day 27


  Ash had hoped for several things, and got none of them. One, he hoped he wouldn’t be forced to join the ritual in the first place, and was denied. While half the Followers took kindling to the cook fire and turned it into a roaring blaze surrounding his statue with Waffles, he was pulled along by a grinning Evie and an equally excited-looking Heather. Possibly more so, given that she really liked watching. A quick glimpse at her newly-altered Follower status confirmed that she did, indeed, still like watching. Next, he hoped he wouldn’t have to strip down to participate in the Bonfire Ritual.


  That didn’t happen. He got about three steps before Evie and Heather ripped his clothes off. They were also completely nude somehow, having used steps one and two, he presumed. He glanced around trying to find his mother, while simultaneously not trying to see her. She’d be naked, he knew it. He both wanted to know where she was and didn’t want to see her. It was a Shroedinger’s dilemma in a way, and he would’ve laughed if he weren’t utterly mortified by the scenario.


  Everybody else was tromping across the dewy night grass, giggling and laughing, joining those who were, in the nude, dumping more brush on the bonfire.


  However they coordinated it, Mizu and Netsu seemed to know exactly how fast to dance with his mother directly across the clearing, while Heather and Evie took him around at the exact same speed. They remained, for the whole duration, unable to see one another because they were at opposite sides of the circle.


  Music came out of nowhere, drums and chanting, and what followed was nearly an orgy. He watched as over thirty Followers wriggled, writhed, leaped, twirled and shook what their mammas gave them. He also got caught up in the festivities, alternately watching different colored species of females shake their asses and tails and feathers and fur, and watching Evie’s round little backside turn and bounce. She caught him looking and grinned.


  “My place tonight?” she asked.


  “I—”


  “Please,” Heather begged, then caught herself. “I mean...”


  “You want her to watch us fuuuuuuuuck?” Evie asked him, grinning and shaking her ass in his direction. Beside him, Heather shuddered, a head to toe shivering that included reddening of the face as she quite obviously got turned on just from the thought.


  The Bonfire Dance was beginning to wind down, after a good five minutes of leaping and shaking, twirling and running hands up and down bodies.


  “I can drain every drop out of you,” Evie leaned toward him, the height difference exaggerated now. He was nearly two meters tall, and she didn’t even come up to his chin. “You can gag me with that great big cock of yours while she watches. What do you say? You want to make her orgasm without even touching her?”


  Heather shivered, again, reveling in the dirty talk. I was .


  Just for the hell of it, Ash took a look at Evie’s thoughts and little bonuses and penalties. Her thoughts went like this:


  *I really want to grind my pussy on Netsu’s while she’s not a fire creature.


  *The new Follower is a cat person. I wonder if they go into heat. I bet Ash wouldn’t be upset if I fucked him and claimed I was saving his life. Ash wouldn’t want the felinian male to die from lack of sex.


  *My pussy needs attention.


  *I could definitely just lay in bed for hours, if Ashley’s tits were my pillows.


  *Why doesn’t Ash come and adore my flesh? Mmm.


  *Fuck I’m horny. The goddess must really be shining Her love down.


  Her little green bonus read Fiery. This individual grants double Belief and Devotion while using Adoration of the Flesh. The other one, this one a red box, read Insatiable. This individual does work 20% slower while she hasn’t been given Adoration of the Flesh within the last three days.


  She was just a horny little minx. Ash was frankly amazed at how she’d jumped into her role as second girlfriend with both feet. If he wasn’t in his twenties, he’d definitely be scared she would kill him with eagerness.


  He grinned down at her. “Come on.” Then to Heather. “You too.”


  He gave Evie’s ass a little slap as they jogged over to the hut Evie shared with Ashley. She didn’t even get in the door before stretching upwards and bending over the little cot, grinning slyly back at him. Heather was right there beside him, breathing heavily and fondling her own nipple.


  “Do you want me to suck your cock?” she asked, but hardly waited for the answer. She pushed her ass out toward him and rubbed it back and forth over his straining erection. “I wanna to everything in the light so Heather can see everything.”


  Heather made a pathetic whimpering noise.


  “She watched your friends have sex yesterday and she was a sloppy mess,” Evie said, her ass swaying this way and that, and his cock rubbing over each cheek in turn.


  “Jezebel and Lucifer?” he asked.


  “Up against the outer wall of the hut,” Heather breathed.


  He couldn’t think about that. He would not fantasize about his best friend putting his… into his boyhood crush…


  “Ash?” Evie asked, and he realized his fingers were clutching her ass. Her teasing tone rose. “You want to watch Jezebel repeatedly take that dick, over and over? You want to have Heather in your lap while they grunt and groan and make a little sister for their kid?”


  He spanked her, harder than he’d intended, and loved the sound of Evie’s yelp of surprise. He’d completely forgotten the task at hand. It was better this way, because he hadn’t figured out what to do, and needed to blow off some steam. His fingers were in Evie’s hair and he was pulling her down onto the hut’s floor before he really realized what he was doing, and she dutifully opened her mouth to swallow as much of his cock as possible. She made sure to lock eyes with Heather, who cursed under her breath and leaned against the doorframe, hands busy between her legs.


  “Maybe Evie’s an exhibitionist too,” Evie said, before diving back down and bobbing her head on him. “On top of loving the taste of pussy.”


  “I think Ashley turned you into a slut,” he grunted, grinning. She was getting better at taking him further into her mouth. Now she could handle more than half of his length. Evie just nodded.


  When he finally couldn’t take much more, he pulled her up off her knees and tossed her onto the cot, where her legs fell open. “Call me a slut,” she told him, not a hint of playfulness in her voice.


  Meanwhile Heather had climbed onto the bed and stared down at the scene before her, watching as he eased into Evie’s sopping wet pussy.


  “You’re such a slut,” he breathed.


  “That’s right, Ash,” she moaned. “I need this… and Heather needs it. She needs to see your big cock stretch out my tiny little… unh… my slutty little pussy.”


  She fell silent after that, while he gave her long, slow strokes and Heather’s eyes tracked everything. The mixed race girl with the fro of orange hair just gaped and gasped, working herself to the first orgasm, then the second when he changed positions and got Evie on her knees.


  “I heard how… unh! I heard how you took Netsu… anally,” she said, pumping her whole body back and forth into him. Evie always seemed to have a grin in her voice.


  “Oh my gah…” Heather said, hitting her second orgasm.


  “You’re such a bad boy,” Evie said, even while filling herself with him over and over again. She too started to shudder, head down against the cot mattress and moaning. After her orgasm had finished, she reached behind her and spread her butt cheeks to give Heather an unobstructed view of what was happening.


  He just kept doing her, loving the feel of her and loving the image of Heather’s eyes bugging out, watching them. 


  “How come… how come you don’t… unh… you don’t want to fuck my ass?” Evie asked in between ragged breaths.


  “Is that what you want?” he asked.


  “I want you to stick your cock in her mouth,” Evie told him. “Make her taste my pussy, Ash.”


  Heather stared, enraptured, as he did exactly that. She accepted his offering and the wild look in her eyes faded, until her eyes closed and she got into the act.


  “Now spit on it,” Evie commanded. A few seconds later, Heather was doing exactly that, dropping saliva down onto Evie’s upturned asshole. “How’s my pussy taste, Heather?”


  “Mmm good,” Heather moaned. Ash couldn’t help but select Adoration of the Flesh for her too, and pushed her back onto the bed beside Evie. She felt utterly different when he slid inside, mostly because she was a human and Evie a nellwyn.


  “Finger me?” Evie begged. “Finger this little slut in her ass?”


  He rubbed his finger around the saliva on her butt and began to push it inside. She immediately clamped down and wouldn’t let him in farther than a few centimeters.


  “Ohhh Ash,” she moaned, and started shuddering with another orgasm. In the meantime Heather was milking his cock with strong pussy muscles. She was tall enough to put a leg up and take him standing up, kissing and licking, allowing herself to be licked in turn, all while standing and using a hut for leverage.


  He ascended into heaven, listening to Evie’s filthy mouth continually pour out dirty talk, while he went at Heather. Eventually they both sat, with Heather staring down at their union in open-mouthed wonder, while his cock plowed into her again and again. Eventually Evie had to get back into the game, and forced Heather to have an ultra close look at her little nellwyn pussy, then directed Heather in the best places to lick with her hands buried in the voyeur’s hair. Soon Heather couldn’t see anything, but instead had her mouth full of Evie, and Ash filling her up down below.


  Five minutes passed with the soft groans, mewls of pleasure and the slap of flesh on flesh the only sounds. Ash also got his mouth on Evie, lifting her off her feet while Heather backed her supple, rippling ass into him again and again, before collapsing in an orgasmic heap and watching him treat Evie to the sex of her life. She could barely move, while he supported Evie’s entire weight and lapped at her drooling pussy over and over again. He rather loved the music of her ecstasy and the slight pain of her clenching fists of hair. Soon though, he had Evie on her knees and one thumb massaging her back door while she massaged his cock doggy style.


  Finally, when he couldn’t take any more, he pulled out, flipped Evie onto her back, and bathed her in everything he had. What he had was a hell of a lot, it turned out. Evie just stared at it for a time, before getting some of it on her tongue. Then she turned a delighted giggle Heather’s way and invited her to try some as well. A moment later she had Heather licking his seed off her naked body.


  And a few moments after that, he was getting into it with the two of them again. He spent another good hour satisfying them over and again, holding off just long enough to give them another two good orgasms each before finally climaxing, and watching in a mix of fascination and unease as they lapped up what didn’t end up in Evie’s open mouth.


  He ended up receiving second level status with both Evie and nearly getting there with Heather, so he gave her a small gift and got there anyway. The Belief poured into him, fueling some upgrade type he wasn’t familiar with. Ah, the ability to manifest a new Ritual. He didn’t need any more of those ever, so he just let it sit there. There had to be some way to access these resource pools, but he couldn’t figure out how. Now yet anyhow.


  As he lay there with a gorgeous woman on either side of him, cuddling against his side (Heather) and resting her head on his chest (Evie), he thought, and thought… and thought some more. Since the system itself was new, he wasn’t sure exactly what he was doing. That meant trying everything to see what worked.


  So when the pop up appeared in front of his face asking whether he wanted to sleep or not, he selected Yes and was drawn to oblivion.


  ***


  Ash dreamed. Like many messiahs, demigods and prophets, he dreamed in ultra HD. The demigods and messianic figures dreamt in portents, or they dreamed of far-off places, and they dreamed of their dooms in the future.


  First, he was walking down the interminable hall filled with demigods from all different cultures. He could read them all now, but he’d already reached the furthest set, the strangest looking set.


  F’nnhyr, the one read. HE WHO WINS OVER THE MINDS OF THE NONBELIEVERS.


  Elth’xennifyk, it said on the opposite side. SHE WHO GREETS THE COMING OF THE CONQUERERS FROM THE DEEPS.


  Well that wasn’t creepy at all.


  Kryffilish, the next read. OBLITERATOR OF PUPPIES.


  Gross.


  There was D’h’lin’trif’id, which he just couldn’t pronounce, but who was apparently responsible for turning her enemies into squids. After that Celloch, who exploded and took both believers and non-believers alike to the Great Unknown with him.


  Last but not least was Ash, OPENER OF THE WAY, DEFILER OF THE TEMPLES, SLAYER OF THE CLERICS AND SPREADER OF THE WORD. 


  If only he’d been able to read whatever insane language this was.


  When he reached the throne room of the seven, they weren’t shrouded in a misty atmospheric light obscuring their faces. They also weren’t the Greek pantheon as he knew it.


  No, these were sheer insanity. One was a formless blob of celestial dust and light with tentacles, teeth, mouths, eyes, some eyes in mouths, some tentacles with eyes, that kind of thing. Tentacles had stars instead of suckers. Mouths had stubby tentacles instead of teeth. That thing just hovered in place over one of the thrones.


  The next one was a familiar green, tentacle-faced monster with stubby wings and clammy skin. After that, a mutant goat, obviously pregnant with about a million kicking babies in it, eyes demonic and chin whiskers actually tiny tentacles. Its many legs feebly pawed at the air, such was its distended girth. The next was nothing more than a yellow cloak, sort of man-shaped but with the hood obscuring everything beneath, for which Ash was immediately thankful. The tips of fingers poked out, but they were ragged and chipped claws, and the feet were covered in maggots and sores. Worst, the cloak wasn’t still on its body, it seemed to shift and bunch in certain places, like something was wriggling or struggling under there.


  Another seemed to be entirely eyes, pustules, drippy stuff, and snakelike heads. But… Egyptian? Or at least, it had one of those gigantic necklaces of gold and lapis lazuli, along with a crossed crook and flail.


  He didn’t look at the rest. Couldn’t look. He had a feeling he would wake up with a perfect recollection of what he’d just seen and did not want that.


  “WHAT IS IT YOU NEED, LITTLE VESSEL?”


  He was struck speechless for a time, until he remembered that he could, in fact, talk.


  “Which one of you did I enter into a pact with?”


  “DOES THIS MATTER?” The voice thundered. “YOU SERVE THE INCOMPREHENSIBLE. NOTHING ELSE MATTERS.”


  The cyclopean, the labyrinthine, the non-Euclidean. The twisted. These were all his masters now. If he served one, it was a good as serving any of them. Madness and destruction were all any of them needed.


  “WE OWN YOUR DEVOTION, YOUR BELIEF, YOUR DIVINITY. THEY ARE OURS. SUPPLY THEM AND YOU WILL BE REWARDED.“


  That reward wouldn’t be good for anything. His friends and family would be safe? In a world completely destroyed and dominated by a creature like this? No, there was simply no way he was going through with the agreement as written.


  Nope nope nope.


  Laughter resounded in his head.


  “GO ON THEN, LITTLE WORM. STOP US,” the voice taunted.


  The strength of that voice drove him to his knees. He couldn’t stand against the force of its presence, its power. When he scrambled to his feet to run, it was s stumbling run, and the laughter of the insane gods followed after him while he fell, moved on his hands and knees, and went on all fours.


  He woke.


  

   
  




  20- Bestow Gifts To Good Girls and Bad


  Wednesday, Day 27


  Ash would’ve bolted straight up in bed had it not been for the ladies pressed up against him, laying on him.


  The UI informed him that while he’d been stupid in falling asleep, because of course gods delivered prophecies in sleep, he received bonuses for having done so.


  You’ve gotten sleep! Your Attack and Defense are increased by 1 on crusades today. Blessings you give will increase your Follower’s Belief in you by +2.


  He didn’t need to bother blessing Evie or Heather right this moment. They’d just turned level 2.


  He wasn’t about to bless Ashley either. She was looming over him from above. Nude, now that she’d whipped off her Follower robe.


  “You… have enough for one more round, right?”


  Ash couldn’t be certain which he liked better: the squat, curvaceous Ashley with her natural skin tone and slightly pointed ears, or her big, ferocious stacked orc body. The expression on her face was a little pitiful, eyebrows raised in question, though he liked the way she bit her lower lip. This new unsure Ashley was pretty welcome, honestly, though he was used to dealing with the demanding bitch she’d been before. Orc had seemed to suit her more before… but she was changing.


  He obliged her, spending a good little while enjoying the feel of her wrapped fully around him, making little mewling noises and clutching to his abs with face contorted. She silently slid down the full length of him, staring down at her belly in wonder, like she had no idea where all the dick went when it was in her.


  Eventually Evie and Heather stirred and woke. Heather slipped off the bed and watched, mouth hanging open, from different angles. At one point she laid her head on his abs, and later she got down between his legs to watch Ashley’s ass rise and fall on him. He’d seen enough porn to know how it looked, but he’d never watched people do it in the flesh like this. Her hot breath poured over his balls, and he restrained himself from ordering her to lick them.


  As for Evie, she just sat on his face and rode his mouth until she was satisfied with the results. Ash enjoyed the taste of her pussy and enjoyed even more the shuddering and the moaning, along with the orgasm that came along soon after. Soon she and Ashley were making out, and she was sitting on his chest instead, rubbing at Ashley’s clit.


  Once again, Ashley started up with the talk: the goddess needed her to sire children for the flock, be fruitful and multiply, his blessed seed would produce fine, strong offspring.


  The difference was, Evie and Heather were right there listening to it all.


  “You’re not going to cum inside her, are you?” Evie asked.


  “I want it,” Ashley told them. “Again.”


  “Again?” Evie’s shock was matched only by the thick arousal in her voice. “I want it too. Inside. I want it next.”


  It was such a bad idea, but he didn’t want to stop her, didn’t want the overwhelming pleasure to stop and be replaced by a hand. Instead he flipped Ashley onto her back, and when it was time to unload, he directed his seed onto Evie’s reverent face. She tried getting it in her mouth, then wiped the rest off her cheeks and chin onto her outstretched tongue, where Ashley tried to get some of it.


  ***


  By the time he was done, he plucked up another 45 Devotion from the great statue in the center of his flock’s clearing. He froze, staring up at Waffles, who now seemed to be snarling.


  No, that was a trick of the light. When he peered at the other side of the statue he saw the lolling tongue and happy grin on his doggo’s face.


  He was now at over a hundred total Devotion. A pop up told him he had enough to purchase a building, but he ignored it and looked about. It was getting closer to noon now, because apparently having sex with his girlfriend took like three hours? It was one of those ridiculous things people thought happened in real life, spending hours and hours just humping away, but only actually took place in books. You might spend all day in bed, sure, but bodies could only handle so much before friction and the lack of lubrication made a session stop being fun.


  Eventually it just wasn’t enjoyable anymore.


  Well, three hours had passed somehow, and though he didn’t like it, there was no way to stop it.


  Before giving another Sermon, he went around giving small gifts and bestowing blessings on everybody he could. He started with Netsu, and discovered that other people nearby also drifted over and received the blessing, so he assigned everybody to worship, and gave a single blessing that applied to everyone. Heather also ended up reaching level 3 as a Follower, because she’d been involved in so much Adoration of the Flesh lately. After receiving some leveling from each of the Sermons, several of the first batch also got to level 2.


  He gave another Sermon, and received a whole bunch more Belief points, putting him at about hundred there too. It was far more than the 24 he had needed to receive a new upgrade. From there, he tried out another Ritual, only to receive the notification that they were on cooldown and wouldn’t be available for some time. He wasn’t thrilled with the countdown clock for the Fasting Ritual being only a sliver recovered, and the overall countdown clock for casting a third ritual being three quarters full.


  It left him with perilously little to do, except help to restore the farms to production. This involved a lot of dead plant removal, watering the earth, seeding the plots, watering again, adding fertilizer, and then waiting. It wasn’t easy, but he was at least spared the interminable hours of doing it, since time passed very quickly here. 


  He needed to feel like there was some decent luck to be had. Although he’d ramped his Lucky and his Diamonds stats as high as he felt comfortable (until he ran out of experience points to spend), it still hadn’t helped him avoid entering into a fraudulent contract with an Elder God from Beyond Time and Space with inscrutable motives and a completely different set of values to people on earth. Which, really, if you bought into the idea of luck (and he sort of had), made him feel like buying the damn stat gave him just as much bad luck as it did good.


  Seriously, you think your life is bad because your girlfriend is addicted to a sex monster, only to find out she sells it for exactly as much money as you need to repair your broken ship… luck seems real. Pretty good luck actually. Then you bring back an Assimilator from Nova Corridor and it turns into a demonic virus. Incredibly bad luck.


  “Fuck you, Lucky and Diamonds,” he muttered.


  If there was one spot of decent luck to be had, though the UI reminded him twice more that he needed to spend his unspent Devotion, the rest of the day passed in hard work. No crusade today, since he was done turning real life temples black with demonic taint, murdering priests skinned to look like demon monstrosities, and capturing either innocent townsfolk or lower level priests.


  It would be so easy to just live like this, do dungeon crawls with simple monsters, do everything by himself, not worry about everybody else dying, have sole responsibility for everything… and that was on top of the ability to have guilt-free and drama-free sex with any of his painfully gorgeous companion ladies. Their personalities were starting to come back, too, but not the low-key jealousy out of Ashley or hurt betrayal from Mizu.


  Okay it did sound perfect. Too perfect.


  Which was why he definitely was not doing it. The gods had saved their lives, but that didn’t justify whatever the hell he was doing to the surrounding temples.


  That night, he visited Netsu. She was awake and waiting for him.


  “Netsu,” he said, chin propped in her hands, lying on her stomach. He wasn’t sure if she knew, but her Follower robe was bunched around her waist, and the twin globes of her ass were fully exposed. Not just exposed, but swaying very slowly back and forth.


  “You got my note,” she said, lips curving up into a sarcastic half-smile he thought rather sexy.


  “The sketch of two curved lines, a circle and a slash?”


  “It was my ass,” she said. He’d known.


  The human version of Netsu, since he didn’t have access to the volcashic racial skin, was even lovelier: a slender but wiry Japanese girl with violently red, orange and yellow hair, and eyes that glowed with a literal internal fire. Even her eyebrows looked a little bit like flames.


  “How are you?” he asked. He could read her mind. There was no need to ask, really, but reading their minds seemed intrusive now, like a violation.


  “Good. Better now.”


  “What?”


  “Now that you’re here,” she said, and arched an eyebrow to join her sarcastic smile. The whole effect was naughty as hell. Whatever she was doing, it was on purpose.


  “Oh.”


  “I’ve been bad, Messiah of the Goddess,” she said. “I haven’t been breaking as many rocks as I could have.”


  “Is that so?” He asked, in a much more interested voice.


  She shrugged, exposing her teeth in an even more wicked smile, before licking those teeth. “The clearing is all out of big stones anyway. I broke them all down. Now I’m afraid you won’t be able to build too many buildings in the future, because of me.”


  “No… I won’t.” He wasn’t going to order new buildings constructed anyway, not with the whirlwind of his mind playing over the events of the final room, the screaming and the infected temple.


  “Whatever will you do with me?” she asked, and stretched forward, naked ass rising up.


  His mind flashed to the waving dagger beside the basin, and for a second he was horrified that she was begging to be sacrificed to the goddess. Then he realized, watching her ass come up and her legs part on her cot, that she wanted to be punished again. She liked it when he violated her.


  He stepped forward and grabbed onto her ass, causing her to gasp. He gave it a slap that reverberated around the clearing.


  “Oh no,” she teased, purring. “I probably deserve much worse than that.”


  This time he cupped her entire sex in his hand, reveling in the intense heat coming out of her midsection. Now her gasp included the first giggle he’d ever heard out of her.


  “Messiah,” she said.


  “I’m going to give you a gift,” he said, and brought up the user interface. The menu required him to spend 3 Belief to craft a small gift, and it was an easy choice, once he pressed yes and brought up the menu. Once he’d bypassed all the usual gifts, he got the question mark again, and when prompted, he concentrated on the ‘gift’ he wanted to bestow upon his naughty Follower.


  The gift in question appeared in his hand, and he showed it to her. Her eyes widened.


  “I’ve never used one of those. Uh… that’s a bit big, don’t you—”


  She stopped talking when two of his fingers slid into her and started massaging her slick insides. Nor did she start talking afterwards either, because he pressed the marble butt plug against her lips. She got the idea after a couple of seconds of moaning and squirming, licking the thing and taking it into her mouth. Her eyes drifted closed and she got into the act.


  “You’ll want to get this nice and lubed up,” he told her. It was too big to fit its entirety into her mouth, so he gave her extra time to lick around the widest part and really soak it in her saliva. He didn’t want to give her too much time, though, since this was supposed to be a punishment, so he withdrew it from her mouth and gave her his cock to suck on instead.


  In the moonlight, her slender body looked so enticing. Somehow, even though the world was mostly bathed in the moon’s slightly blue glow, her fiery red and orange hair shone perfectly with its natural hues, even though physics didn’t work like that. She hummed around his girth, and made a worried noise in her throat when he started poking her ass with the toy.


  If he couldn’t figure out how to handle this world, he would occupy his thoughts with actions he could take. Not distract himself, but attack the problem with half his mind while interacting with the world provided to him. This proved to be a great way to do it.


  He slowly pushed the plug in, further and further, while she blew him and made a whining noise from deep in her throat. She began choking a few seconds later and had to pull back off him, teeth clenching.


  “It’s too… too big,” she protested.


  “Incorrect,” he said.


  “But it’s sooo… oh ouch.”


  “The Goddess wills it,” he said simply, sarcastically.


  “Goddess fuck,” she hissed, and reached back with both hands to pull her cheeks open for him.


  “Good girl,” he said, slowly twisting the plug. He forced her to add more of her saliva on it, then added her own natural juices by fingering her several times and smearing the lubrication onto the plug.


  “Fuck fuck fuck,” she grunted. “I can’t… believe… I keep… asking… for this.”


  Honestly, he couldn’t either, unless one recalled what she’d done to her sister, for years, and the lie she’d told just after the whole Nova Corridor situation, dragging him into the fiction she’d created. That gave him the impetus he needed to push the plug the rest of the way in and watch her rectum close around the narrow part, before the flared base stopped it from disappearing completely up her ass.


  “Ohhhh,” she said, blowing out a huge sigh of relief, eyes wide and staring at the consequences of her decisions.


  “How is it?” he asked.


  “Why don’t we put it in your ass, and you tell me?” she shot back, with far more annoyance than before.


  The slap that came this time left a handprint on her ass and made her cry out much louder.


  “Don’t you wake the others,” he hissed, and when she didn’t respond, he spanked her again, harder this time. “What do you say?” 


  “Ow, fuck!”


  Another spank, this one even harder. His hand stung from this. “What do you say, whore?”


  “Ow, I’m not a… I’m not a whore.”


  One last spank left her trying to shield her reddening ass. “What do you say?” He demanded.


  “Th-thank you,” she half-said, half-asked.


  “Thank you?”


  “Thank you… s-sire?”


  That was a new one. “Acceptable. Now, my lying little whore, what—”


  “I’m not a whore,” she insisted.


  He fell silent. For a number of long minutes, neither of them moved or spoke. It might’ve been hours, for all he knew, since time seemed to work differently here.


  “I’m s-sorry, sire,” she said in a tiny voice, and her hands moved to her sides. 


  “On my lap,” he said quietly, and she obediently rose to her knees so he could sit on her cot, then just as obediently fell over his legs with ass raised.


  The sarcasm was back in her voice a few minutes later. “Do you enjoy hurting—”


  He spanked her twice, three times, and four more times after that. She cried out, tried to fend his slaps off for only a moment, only until he snarled at her to shut her mouth, at which point she clapped both hands over it and started moaning into them. He alternated the spanks with stroking her sex, which was already blazing and drenched, but which leaked enough to create a wet patch on his pants, and soak through enough for him to feel.


  Then afterwards he massaged her angry, welt-filled ass, producing for her another small gift, this one a soothing balm that he worked into her red bottom gently. After a few moments, he added another hand, this one to her nether regions. With two fingers in her sloppy mess of a pussy, he placed his thumb against the base of the plug and rotated it around in a circle slowly. She winced all throughout his ministrations, and he wondered if he’d overdone it. As soon as that thought came and he’d made one circle with his thumb, another tortured moan escaped her, and he felt the shuddering.


  She was in the midst of a quiet orgasm, and he wasn’t even having sex with her. Well, he sure did remedy that situation, getting up behind her and thrusting in as soon as she brought her ass up to accept his offering.


  “Sire,” she groaned. “I’ve missed this.” After all, he’d only had sex with her once, before moving directly to anal and anal only.


  He rather enjoyed the feel of the plug’s base coming into contact with his abs every time he thrust forward. He also liked that she called him ‘sire’ and didn’t stop. They fell silent, and only the sound of her pussy and his abs slapping against her ass could be heard.


  “I’m a whore?” she asked in a tone of amazement, in the middle of a series of thrusts.


  “This is payment,” he told her, and pressed the base so that it sank just a tiny bit further into her asshole. This was accompanied by a tortured sigh.


  “Oh fuck,” she breathed, and came again. When she’d stopped resting her forehead on her arms, she rose back up and turned to him.


  “Am I a good whore?” she asked. She’d already accepted it as fact.


  “You’ve been bad,” he told her, and she hissed when he grabbed onto her stricken ass. “But I forgive you.”


  This seemed to be enough of an explanation, because she nodded against the bed. “Fuck me, sire, fuck your whore.”


  Easing out the butt plug, he pressed his cock forward, and lubricated on her juices as he was, slid in nearly halfway before the crushing pressure of her muscle stopped him. The wrongness and naughtiness of the whole scene made him unable to take anymore, before he pressed forward and came what felt like buckets into her ass.


  

   
  




  21- Serious Crabs


  Thursday, Day 28


  The sex had been enough of a distraction to keep his mind off the pressing concern of the illusionary prison trapping them, but not enough of a distraction to keep his mind off it entirely. Although he’d run the situation through his mind before and after sessions with basically all the girls but Mizu, he had a very vague idea of how to go about doing this, but not a clear one.


  He would have two problems after today: one, the Followers would be hungry and unfed after three days, and two, there were only berries in the farm plot bushes enough for maybe two days of feeding everyone, or three days of half feeding everyone. Their hunger would work on their Devotion and Faith, and he assumed the consequences would be riots or desertion.


  The crusade quests had a lot more rewards to them, but he wasn’t going to go and willingly corrupt another temple at the behest of an evil god pretending to be the lovey-dovey sun goddess.


  His choices were to expand the Follower base and figure out what to do by corrupting another temple, or let the people starve and see what happened when they did by hanging out here. His time for procrastination was over.


  He gave yet another sermon, and reveled in the amount of resources he accrued by having so many level 2 Followers, then drained the great statue of Devotion. Right now, it could only hoard 120 Devotion points, but in looking over the already-unlocked buildings, he found a smaller shrine that could be used to store Devotion if the statue was full. He only had enough coins to handle making one of these, so he ordered its creation, and another bunch of farm plots. He also, with the last coins available, ordered the paddock for the animals to have its size increased, so he could hopefully add another milk cow or pig. While his people hopped to the work, he went to deal with the farming situation.


  On his way, a Follower approached. “Avatar!”


  The middle-aged man was a gnome and had been one of those newer arrivals. He had a tuft of hair over his temples that ran around behind his ears. Otherwise, the top of his head sported only a few wispy hairs. His name was Horatio Higgledy-Piggledy, a name Ash loved dearly.


  “How can I help you?”


  “My sister is out there, somewhere,” Horatio Higgledy-Piggledy said. “Do you think you can find her and return her to the clearing? Saving her life would surely be all the convincing she needs to join your congregation.”


  A new Quest log item appeared, giving him the choice to Accept or Refuse. Although Ash had no wish to do anything that would further the god’s power, this seemed better than traipsing through a fake forest killing everything he came across, then murdering a Cleric and leaving an infected temple in his wake.


  Although the berries were ready, nobody had picked them. And although he ended up picking them and had a good several bushel baskets’ worth, it wouldn’t be enough to feed everyone. The Fasting Ritual wouldn’t be ready for days and days.


  “Evie,” he told her, “I need you and Ashley to stretch this maybe another day or so.” Then, he unassigned Mizu, Netsu, Heather, Lucifer and Jezebel from all tasks, and gathered them together.


  “Okay guys, I’m going to go do one more ‘crusade’ and see if I can’t get us about to the halfway mark on Followers,” he lied. “I need you to make sure these people don’t go and do anything stupid. Ugh, I wish you could signal me once the statue is all filled up.”


  “Filled up?” Lucifer asked.


  “Oh, it’s… a resource. Devotion.” He looked, and discovered that none of them could see the bursts of light exploding out of the Followers’ chests and slamming into the statue. None of them had access to the Devotion bar, nor their own level status bars that hovered over their heads when he concentrated on them. They really had no idea what he was doing here, except for building a crazy cult of fanatical worshippers.


  “Let me explain,” he said, and told them the rough outline of what had led here: the Expert level Random Encounter, their oncoming deaths, the contract between he and the gods, and his choice of which god to serve. Goddess, actually. He left out the poisoning of the temples and the screaming he’d heard when everything got wonky. They didn’t need to hear it, since they probably couldn’t help. In addition, the dark god He Who Slumbers didn’t need to hear what he knew. The god’s finger puppet Seraphalia definitely didn’t need to hear it out loud.


  He glanced at Netsu, and watched a blush spread through her cheeks. She was wearing the plug right now. The thought of it sent an electric jolt down into his pants, but he also started to get an idea. Ashley was also wearing the small gift he’d given her, the pendant of the sun waffle.


  If it worked, it would take a long time and a lot of resource gathering.


  “So I need to go and grab up the sister of one of our Followers, here. Hopefully everything will work out just fine…” Hopefully, it would not involve murdering a slew of innocent people. Hopefully, it would instead involve gathering some food.


  Right now, at least, he needed to play along. And playing along meant more roguelike time.


  ***


  The way he went this time wasn’t so much a dark forest as a perilous seaside area, full of nasty cab monsters bearing four snapping claws each. Once again he got the distinct impression that these rooms, more oddly shaped than before, were rooms and not a continuous seaside area. In a way he was glad, since a limited amount of opponents were able to come at him at a time, usually limited to three or four in a room.


  The crabs, in addition to snapping claws, also had spines, the little fuckers. They would hunker down and extend those out at him, seemingly at random. Whenever they did so, they were immune to his attacks. If he had smaller, faster attackers to dodge away from, these spiked balls presented a definite danger for losing health.


  There were also fish that popped out of the water areas and spat what was apparently acid at him. He had to fight the crabs and skirt out of the way of the steams of acid at the same time.


  He used the short sword and shield combo he’d been supplied, which was the best all around weapon he’d had so far. The single sword had been all right, but low in defense, while this was decently high in all three areas. Still, it was taking more than five hits to down the crabs.


  In the next room, he came upon several cultists around a ritual circle. These guys usually had wicked knives, but one of them zipped around oddly, moving in jerky movements, and suddenly threw a fireball at him. Ash ended up scorched and losing half a heart, before devoting his entire attention to the asshole. He wasn’t going to make the mistake of ignoring casters again. He brutally hacked down the robed cultist, noting the gilded embroidery on the robe this one was wearing. The other two weren’t much of a challenge now that he didn’t have to worry about taking a fireball in the back.


  Once they were gone, two more cultists appeared out of the ground, inside circles on points in the gigantic ritual circle that spanned the whole room area, one of them a ranged fireball mage who ended up cut down almost immediately. Ash deflected a knife attack from the regular cultist, just barely, and was able to counter with a series of attacks that eventually killed his enemy.


  After that, three more of them appeared out of the ritual circle.


  “Annoying,” he said, but he was getting the hang of this. He rolled and dashed towards the ranged attackers while the regular cultists tried to outflank him and come in on his blindside.


  With one ranged attacker down, he spun out of the way of a slash, shield bashed his first melee opponent, and, dodging aside, launched into a series of attacks against the other fireball launcher. In the process, he made sure to drag his sword through the ritual circle, in the hopes that they’d stop spawning in greater and greater numbers.


  With the last two stabbed in the guts and dying, he eyed the smaller circles in the midst of all the demonic runes. A second later, four more of them were springing to life, and Ash was slashing through the nearest one, cutting it down while casting his Miracle and sending a line of fiery death towards the others.


  He almost wished the bodies of the slain wouldn’t disappear, and instead he could build a wall out of them. They’d definitely think twice about coming after him when they had to crawl over their own dead to get at him, or if he stood at the top of a pile of their fallen friends.


  He tried not to remind himself that these people probably weren’t cultists, but were probably innocent bystanders, or at least innocent of being demon-tainted monsters out for his blood.


  And how must he look to them? Was he completely covered in demonic black goo, looking like a terrifying new supervillain? Did the holy symbol of Waffles and his actual waffle halo exist above his head, above all the black and red stuff coating his body? He wouldn’t mind that, honestly, if he still had a cute puppy hovering over his head.


  Eventually the entire ritual circle flashed and faded, then cracked down the center. It disgorged five bound and gagged people. Ash knelt and untied each of them, trying to reassure them they were safe.


  They weren’t.


  They thanked him for saving their lives. He asked if the name from his quest log (Giselle) was one of them, and the pale girl with the freckles all over her body answered she was.


  “Great,” he told them, the words sounding lame to his ears. “I’m here… to rescue you.”  I think, he didn’t say. I might actually be here to enslave you to the will of a dark god.


  “Thank you!” she gushed. Ash’s mind spun. He didn’t know how to handle the surety that he was doing the wrong thing, against the jubilation, tearful relief, and gratitude he was seeing now.


  “There’s a safe place… I’ll take you there. I think your brother is waiting for you.” You know, your bother… Horatio Higgledy-Piggledy.


  “Oh! Thank you,” she gushed.


  And just like that they sank into the ground once again.


  Some half a day of fighting had passed. Although he hadn’t pulled any tarot cards from Pheldi or gotten a different weapon from the armorer, he was okay with that.


  In the next room, the typical end-of-level chest rose from the ground, but he froze before he touched it and stared at the two different exits from the room.


  “What? Why are there two?”


  This area hadn’t been your typical level anyhow, with no boss room, no tarot choice, and no anything else normal. It hadn’t been in a forest either.


  One of the doors was clearly meant to be the exit from the whole dungeon, but the other door led… somewhere else. He couldn’t see it, because he’d passed on the map upgrade twice, so there was really only one way to figure out what lay that way.


  He thought perhaps the door might vanish if he took the contents of the chest. Plus, he didn’t need gold coins anyhow, not with his new plan. The other stuff he couldn’t turn into food, and lastly, he felt like he could probably come back here and exit after this next room, if it turned out to be nothing useful. With all that in mind, he turned to the other room.


  It ended up being another beach-like room full of enemies, one of which landed a hit on him before all of them were dead at his blade. It also had another exit aside from the way he’d come in, and he took it.


  And fought.


  And exited.


  And fought again.


  Occasionally, in the coming rooms, he would take some damage, but most of them presented no danger and he rolled through with his sword, shield, and the occasional Miracle. The fighting became a grind, and then it became something meditative. He could think, in between predicting when the crabs would turn themselves into indestructible urchins for a moment, or when they’d scuttle forward to try and snap at his legs.


  He thought he had a path forward. 


  After another several rooms, he came to yet another ritual circle room, where this time five smaller circles admitted three, then four, then five cultists to his meat grinder.


  Ash dodged and deflected, slashed and sliced, and carved a path of destruction through vanishing enemies. He countered, side-stepped, and feinted. He killed, and killed, and killed.


  At the end of several waves, he was eventually rewarded with five more bound and gagged individuals. None of them was Horatio Higgledy-Piggledy’s sister, though they were happy to join her and her brother in his clearing.


  The next room was an identical exit room to what he’d just left. A large treasure chest appeared, and was it his imagination or was it larger than the last one?


  He really ought to be getting back, he thought, but another exit led away from this room as well, just like the last ‘final chest’ room from before.


  Oh, what the hell?


  A full day had passed, but he waded through the next few rooms in what felt like just a few minutes. It was crabs and acid fish, joined now by dive-bombing seagull monsters with two heads. These had to be timed just right or they’d get up and out of reach, so there was only a second or so gap where they could be struck. After killing the crabs, he concentrated on dodging and destroying the seagulls, and fell back into that meditative trance.


  He could do this. He’d need a bit of proof, and he’d need a sounding board, but he felt like he could handle the problem… probably. While he twirled, cut down cultist after cultist, and eventually saved five more people over the course of half a day, the solution began to present itself. This time, when the final chest came out of the ground, it was definitely bigger, and the second exit to this third ‘final room’ felt very tempting, but grabbing fifteen new Followers in a single swoop was more than enough for now. They’d need beds, and food, and then they’d need to supply him with Devotion, Belief, and Faith. How those differed, he couldn’t rightly say, but apparently they did.


  He just hoped they were enough to get him out of this mess.


  

   
  




  Interlude IV- Edgedancer


  Kayle assumed Tellek would cry foul before she even got going. Before she had a chance to lay a finger on him, or even disrobe him, she was certain he would clamp a hand around her wrist, re-initiate the spell to shrink her down, then cast her back into the dungeon, having accomplished nothing.


  Nothing except perhaps the doubt written on his face right now. He had been in her close proximity for a solid month now, and she thought she had glimpsed grudging respect, or at least wonder at her willingness to tackle a dungeon filled with never ending monsters, no team at her back to buff or depend on, without using high level, highly effective spells, without access to the most potent consumable cards to get her out of tight spots. Why would she continue on if her job was done and she had no future?


  She had to know she would end up tortured, broken, hollowed out, and possibly forced to watch her body ravished over and over again. She would at least spill lie after lie while attempting to make the pain stop, and possibly grains of truth somewhere in there. Names would come out of her, and those names could be investigated. After that, she would either die or have her mind scooped out, and set to working in menial jobs. Or… if you believed her version of events, she would have her mind scooped out and her body used to sate the base desires of as many men as wanted her, for as long as it took before that body was no longer of any use to anyone.


  Sure, Tellek said he didn’t believe her, that the higher echelons of the Esotericum didn’t devolve into their animalistic selves and resort to sex under any circumstances, but she clearly believed it. Sure it made sense that one of them was wrong, and she claimed to have evidence from her internal investigations reports, but Tellek had conviction.


  Still, he stood there staring down at her, on her knees.


  “All you have to do is let it happen,” she whispered, reaching up with two hands towards his robes. “Just let me.”


  “Why?” he demanded, eyes drilling down into hers. Perhaps he was thinking that he should feel guilty, for imprisoning her, or perhaps he was wondering why a person he’d imprisoned, tortured, and interrogated would want him.


  “They would have you believe there’s no value in it,” she said. “But it’s a celebration of life.”


  “I know it’s for procreation,” he said. “Any grade schooler knows that much.”


  But she only shook her head. “It’s for the same reason that people dance, make art, write poetry, write stories…”


  “I—”


  Her hands make contact with the fabric of the robes, and the flesh beneath. Stroking first downwards, then back up. His body responded rapidly, especially when she triggered a simple common rarity spell that sent pleasurable waves throughout his body. “It’s also why people view that art, watch dances on the stage, or theater, or recordings.”


  He started to speak, but he didn’t even produce a full word before his eyes drifted closed, his head fell back, and he groaned in pure pleasure. The spell had taken hold of his pleasure sensors and opened them up, enhanced his erogenous zones. An utterly useless spell to the Esotericum, it was the first spell they used on potential initiates when the Resistance brought them in. It was also the first taught to initiates when they were inducted into the secret society.


  “It’s always control with those fanatics,” she told him, stroking up and down, over and over, while she approached on her knees. “Command and control everything. Allow nothing to go to chance. All the variables are seen and accounted for. Except…”


  She parted his robes and got in closer, leaning in to rub her face against his crotch while he stared, dumbfounded at what he was allowing to happen. More importantly, the utter amazement in his eyes told her he really never had allowed this part of him to exist. He never had experimented. He’d just followed their orders, turned his libido off, and channeled every bit of mana towards the advancement of his level as a Wizard, and his spells.


  This allowed her to use her hands to unfasten and remove his pants. Briefly, only for a moment, did she pull her face away from where she was stimulating him, hoping this wasn’t the opening he needed to let in a flurry of doubts and fears.


  “Uhhhh…” he moaned, and indeed his face went through a whole raft of emotional shiftings. She hoped this didn’t spell the end of their little session here; she really did have a crucial lesson to teach him, and was beginning to feel the tug of excitement herself, down below the unsettling terror of the room collapsing around them.


  Then she was nuzzling against his flesh again, extending her tongue out and licking over his hardness. And now, with his clothes out of the way, she had more leave to caress him, skin on skin.


  In all honesty, she was a bit surprised he wasn’t a eunuch. It was an inter dimensional phenomenon, happening in most (though not all) realities. The practice was a guarantee of many things, but with mages, it limited the growth of mana, since the testicles were one point on the body where mana accumulated. She was more surprised to find he had decent equipment to work with. All the magic and neglect hadn’t left him a shriveled stub of a man.


  And considering that she had already lived a month longer than she had anticipated, it wasn’t difficult in the slightest to rub the length of his hard and angry member across her cheek and down her jaw.


  From the violent shivers, you’d think this man hadn’t had physical contact with another human being in years, possibly decades. She’d only just flattened her tongue against the bottom of his shaft when he spoke out.


  “What is... what have you…”


  He’d know the common spell as soon as she cast it.


  “Only what we were created to do,” she told him, fondling over his inner thighs, then lightly scratching her nails down both front and back. This would help keep him from prematurely ejaculating. Sure he enjoyed this, but there was a fragile ego to consider. Men didn’t like to orgasm too early. Many of them wanted to feel the thrill of success in pleasing their partners, though in Kayle’s limited experience, only a handful had accomplished this lofty goal.


  She sucked him into her mouth this time and played over the head with her tongue. When he cried out again, she released the head and gave it a few gentler kisses.


  “You’re… you’re a devil woman,” he panted. “What are you doing to me?”


  “I’ll do more than just this if you release my hands,” she said, and was rewarded with a paranoid glare. “Keep the silence spell in effect, if you like. Put on retributive shielding. Any damage dealt to you will be reflected back on me.”


  “Never,” he barked, “now—”


  The rest of his sentence was cut off and shrank into a whimper when she took the full length of him into her mouth. The rest of him didn’t shrink or whimper. Instead one of his hands drifted to her head and pressed in before circling around and taking her ear between thumb and forefinger. It was an odd gesture, intimate, though not quite kissing.


  She only performed fellatio for another few seconds before she felt him jerking under her ministrations, on the brink yet again for the second time in only the first minute of her demonstration. Soon she had to stop and only simulate the tiniest of bits before he calmed again, pulling back from the edge.


  “You st… you stopped,” he panted, with equal measures disappointment and astonishment. 


  With his balls in hand, she told him, “I think we can agree the Esotericum misled you. This is magical.”


  When he started to protest once more, then once more she took him into her mouth and all words were strangled and cut off.


  “Lay down,” she told him, after several minutes of taking him right to the edge, and stopping before he erupted all over her. “We’ll take this to the next level.”


  He did as she asked, taking the few steps back to a small cot he’d been sleeping on, little wider than his own body. It was hardly ideal, no sumptuous mattress the size of a palatial estate, but it would have to do. He lay there, naked from the waist down and staring at her with a quizzical expression that said she had scrambled his entire world view.


  She had her own pants off only a moment later using another common spell she could cast for essentially no mana.


  This time she really took things slow, getting the measure of just how close he was to blasting off. Settling her pussy directly over him, she slowly drew it up the shaft, then even more slowly back down.


  The shuddering intake of breath told her he was basically there. It had barely been five minutes, but hopefully this would give him the barest hint of all this could be.


  “It’s something you want to continue forever,” she told him, “yet you hope to reach that precipice and dive off that cliff every single time.”


  And though maneuvering her magic-bound hands together below her was difficult, and though positioning herself on the narrow cot was more difficult without much use of her hands, she successfully lined him up, and slowly sank down onto him.


  He barely got all the way inside her before taking two sharp, shivering breaths, and cumming with a yell.


  Kayle had known it would go like this. He didn’t know, let alone care, about the possibility of her pleasure. This was just an exhibition, a first lesson, and one she hoped he wouldn’t be too stupid to deny repeating. She watched him with rapt attention as his eyes rolled back and he thrashed, and then the thrashing subsided enough for him to throw an arm over his face, still breathing heavily.


  What he did next would tell her whether or not she would die in this ethereal prison, this pocket dimensional hut, and more likely in the micro-dungeon fighting off shit demons and invisible stalkers and such. Could she open his eyes to reality, or would he stubbornly refuse, and try to think up some escape plan that might keep him in the good graces with his oppressor bosses?


  Eventually his breathing evened out, and inside her, he shrank until he slipped out of her.


  “You…” he said, but stopped himself before he went further. A lot of emotions and thoughts had played across his mind then, for a solid minute, before he chose to speak again.


  “You’ll never see the light of day again, traitor,” he said, and blasted her back into the tiny dungeon. She would’ve screamed as she shrank down once again, and she would’ve chosen that time to cast all her Sorcerer spells, but the silence and the bindings weakened her enough to make it impossible.


  Besides, she had her other project, inside the dungeon ant farm, that was as yet unfinished. But still, for those moments flying through the air, watching him grow from a people-sized idiot into a Kaiju-sized idiot, she hated him.


  

   
  




  22- Truth Be Told


  Friday, Day 29


  Figuring this out for real was going to require a sacrificial lamb. He haded to think about it like that, but she was, of any of them, the most expendable. Her or Heather, and Heather hadn’t tried to rope him into a bigger and ever-expanding lie involving withholding sex from her little sister. Until that day came, Netsu could stand to lay her head on the chopping block and help him out with something that might be perilous for her to learn.


  So, after initiating grabbing up over a hundred and fifty Devotion points, initiating all the new people into flock, assigning more build plots for the farm and the livestock paddock, constructing buildings for them to sleep in and running out of money, he was ready to go speak with her.


  Netsu could be found at the place where the font of ablutions and the shrine to him had been created. Presently several of them were pouring Devotion into the smaller shrine, while two of the nameless many Followers was washing off the day’s dirt from a large seashell sitting on a golden retriever’s head. Like all the others, the first woman rubbed the statue doggo’s chin and ear, then bent and kissed it on the nose before moving on. The second did the same. He smirked at this.


  Netsu stepped up and washed the rock dust off her hands in the holy water, then splashed some on her face. She locked eyes with him, and smoothed her hair back away from her head, wetted it even further, then glanced at him dripping water down onto her Follower shift and beginning to pull a wet t-shirt look. Although she was nowhere near as busty as Heather or Ashley, she was nonetheless shaped well, and the water soon spread down over her breasts, making her nipples very obvious.


  Afterwards she smirked, winked, and bent to give the dog statue a chin scratch and nose kiss, like all the others.


  “Care for some company?” he asked, then pulled some twenty points of Devotion out of the shrine.


  “Sure,” she said, without a hint of emotion on her face. It was also starting to feel like one of two things might be true. One, the higher level they got, the less they seemed like simple zealots and more like themselves. The other possibility was that with more time, they were becoming more and more like the people he’d known over the last three weeks.


  He wasn’t sure if he could simply tell her about the situation and ask her advice. He wasn’t sure how firmly the eye of He Who Slumbers was on him. Although he kind of liked Netsu for how strong and silent she was, he definitely didn’t love the fact that she’d drawn him into her lie with her sister. If there was anyone on this team he could afford to sacrifice (there was not, not really) Netsu was the closest to that person.


  “I need to ask you something,” he said.


  “I thought we were having sex,” she said simply, and pulled up her robe to show that the black marble plug was still safely tucked away up her ass.


  “You didn’t take it out?”


  “Oh, I had to,” she said. “For, you know… but I washed it and put it back in.”


  “Good girl,” he said.


  “Good whore, you mean,” she said, but with only half the necessary venom. She was clearly pleased by his praise.


  “I mean we can if you want, but maybe after what it is I need to discuss with you.”


  A smile played at the corners of her lips but her face otherwise gave away nothing. “All right.”


  “Telling you this could be dangerous,” he said, then flinched. “Then again, not telling you this will also be dangerous.”


  “What are the risks of you not telling me this?” she asked.


  “We all end up living in a demon-controlled world and it’s my fault the demonic virus has spread.”


  “And the risks for telling me?”


  “The Lovecraftian demon lord punishes me, probably by killing you. Maybe by killing the other girls.”


  She shrugged. “Is that all?”


  “I thought you’d be a little bit more conflicted over this,” he told her.


  “You don’t appear to be lying or exaggerating,” she said simply. “You don’t seem like the type.”


  “No.”


  “I also saw the results of the demonic taint,” she said, then chuckled a single chuckle. “Hm, taint.” Her eyes rose to meet his. “Are you sure you don’t want to have sex? I could lick… your taint, but only if you pay. Your whore isn’t cheap.”


  She seemed to be embracing the label with more gusto than he imagined. “You’re not taking this as seriously as I thought you would either.”


  “On the contrary,” she said, and pressed a hand down above her abdomen. “I’m taking your new label for me quite seriously.” Her second hand joined the first, and this framed her wet t-shirt perfectly, pushing her succulent breasts together and making her nipples even more apparent.


  He needed to steer the conversation back to the topic at hand before he wasted twelve hours buried in Netsu’s ass, while she used a brand new toy on her pussy at the same time.


  He filed this idea away for now, to return to at a later date.


  “I need help with something serious. Can I bounce some ideas off you?”


  “Ash,” she said. “The world is completely changed. I don’t know if my parents are alive or dead, and I honestly don’t particularly care to go looking. My parents are both workaholics who paid a series of Filipino nannies to care for Mizu and I. I would much rather find out if Tita Rosalia is okay than either of my parents. Though I do have one cool aunt and uncle.” She shrugged again. “Life with you is interesting, seems important, and I feel as though I owe you a debt… for Mizu’s sake.” Now she looked down at the softly waving grass, unable to meet his eyes.  “And thinking about it, if it’s me or the world, I’d rather be dead before the world falls.”


  He had no idea where all of this was coming from but didn’t particularly hate the idea of her opening up to him.


  With a hand on hers, he leaned forward. “We can search out either your parents or this Rosalia… once we’re done here, I guess.”


  “That’s not vital,” she said. “The Filipino community in Japan is pretty tight-knit. If the same thing happened there, I’m sure they all banded together and are surviving just fine. Everyone loves Tita Rosalia… she has a great sense of humor. And she always finds people jobs. Plus, she probably ended up as a cheerful quest giver. An NPC, you called them, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Unless Mizu is dead set on finding our parents, fuck them.” She grinned at him. “Forgive my language.”


  Unsure of how to react to that, Ash just launched into his description of what was going on, including the mortal peril they’d been in, meeting the gods, starting all this out, the weird things about the world here, and then the bizarre screaming at the exit room he’d experienced after the last boss.


  “Screaming,” Netsu said, frowning.


  “Yeah, there was… I’ve been feeling like there’s… something missing. Or someone. I had seven Followers when we first came here… but I thought there were nine of us. Me plus eight.”


  “Not including the baby,” she said. “Or Waffles.”


  “Right. Both of them are here anyway. There’s someone else,” he said, and winced as a knife blade of a headache spiked down over one eye.


  “The…” Netsu winced at the thought. “Yes, there’s… ow.” She felt it too, the pain of the unremembered, impossible-to-contemplate person, or thing. Person, probably.


  “Anyhow, I don’t think that’s the key to unlocking this whole thing,” he said. “I think it’s in the resources.”


  He’d already described the resources, but did so again. She had never seen Devotion or Belief flow out of herself or the others, and was amazed to consider it. Yes, she had seen the clerics ’doing the light from the chest thing’ back at that temple, before they came here. He watched as Netsu pondered it through a second explanation. She rubbed her chin.


  “The Devotion and Belief… go to the god… demon… thing,” she said. When he nodded, she went on. “Meaning if you don’t give the god demon thing those resources, it can’t spread?”


  “Presumably.”


  “Maybe you can spend them instead.”


  He could. He had the option to give small gifts, for 3 Belief, and could create anything he wished, within reason. Those 3 Belief might still go to the god demon, though. He thought they did… and the Belief gifts had a limit. They couldn’t be anything much larger than a handful, and it couldn’t be a weapon, but Ash thought perhaps there might be a way to break that restriction. As for how he could go further, and spend the Devotion, he didn’t know. He didn’t want the building unlocks for obvious reasons, but didn’t have another UI option. He was about to ask for ideas, when she went on.


  “The first time we got magic item cards in the other game system, we didn’t know how to work them. It was only after—”


  “After using mana on them,” he blurted, shooting bolt upright. “I had the same problem with the simple boots item card I had. No idea how to turn them from card into item.”


  “You have the mana,” she said, meaning that Belief and Devotion were both mana in this case. She wasn’t wrong, though she wasn’t exactly right either. “And now what you need is a way to use that mana instead of giving it to your patron.”


  “I can do Miracles,” he said, feeling like a complete buffoon. Who bragged like that? What an ego on him, like he was a teenager trying to pick up a girl by telling her that his dad had a BMW.


  “Do a really big one then,” she suggested simply, shrugging.


  Holy shit.


  ***


  The discussion with Netsu, like everything else in this place, seemed to have taken just a half hour or so. Four hours had passed. Now he wished he had chosen to have sex with her again, if only one more time before He Who Slumbers somehow surged to life and killed her.


  Where was the time going?


  He stopped, sweating, and ordered the construction of two more shrines. The central statue of him with Waffles could only handle so much. He needed as much Devotion as he could get, and while the little shrines didn’t have the capacity of the big one, but they could store something. With fifteen new followers, he was just about at half the total number he needed. There was only so much cleaning up to do, so many farm plots to till or paddocks to muck out. He wanted as many of them praying to the statue or the shrines as possible.


  Ash was on his way to collect the large pool of Devotion that was collecting in his central effigy during his discussion with Netsu when a white light filled his vision and he was lifted bodily from the ground and up into the sun.


  A soft, lovely female voice spoke out of the air, all around him, omnipresent but yet gentle. “My avatar,” she said, “my messiah. You aren’t really going to turn your back on your goddess, are you?” Then an irresistible giggle came from the sun, like he’d heard out of Ashley in their first few months of fooling around together. “You wouldn’t go against your word and break a contract willingly signed, would you?”


  He couldn’t answer. There was simply no speaking, not like this.


  When the sun had stopped blinding him, he was back in the great hall, with the seven thrones. His feet were firmly planted on white marble with prismatic veins of color running through it, and clouds stretch out beyond the gigantic columns, into infinity, and above this sat a sky bluer than he could imagine. It simply lay beyond his capacity to describe.


  A great and luminous being filled only one of the thrones, while the rest sat empty. As the situation with Seraphalia drew further on, those thrones would change, but for now they stood regal and perfect.


  “Ashley,” the being before him said, and his mind went white in the face of its power. He was filled with the luminous power of the Followers, hundreds of points of Devotion and Belief, but in the face of this… he was a gnat in a typhoon. He was nothing more than an idea in the mind of an infant. He could sooner dig to the earth’s core with his bare hands than stand against this onslaught of her mere presence. His aspirations were wax wings, and she was the embodiment of the literal sun.


  When he could think again, she no longer occupied the throne, but had somehow made herself person-sized and was traversing the space between them.


  Now that he could feel again, a terror pure and all-encompassing took hold of him, and he nearly fell directly to his knees. It took so much effort to simply remain standing that he found his mouth hanging open and drool cascading down to his shirt.


  She had strappy sandals up to her knees… no, she had kitten shoes and thigh high striped socks… wait… she had fishnet stockings that ended at a… he wasn’t entirely sure what she was wearing, because one second it seemed to be a pleated mini-skirt, the next second it was some black leather BDSM number hugging her crotch, and the next it seemed like a cotton candy pink bikini bottom.


  It seemed to be every outfit he’d ever lusted after, ever fantasized about, all at once.


  Her body was shaped the exact same way: she was skinny with a thigh gap, she was thick and curvy with a huge set of tits, she was short and compact without a hint of fat, she was tall and slender, full of freckles. She had dark, luscious, smooth skin, it was Mediterranean olive with a beauty mark on her smile, right at her cute button nose, her long and aquiline nose, right overtop her pornstar mouth. Her demure grin and her expertly applied lipstick in the exact red/sienna/soft pink color it needed for her skin tone. All her skin tones.


  He looked away, and flinched when she chuckled. Feeling like a pathetic little worm who didn’t deserve to be looked at by her, let alone talked to.


  “Oh Ashley, don’t be that way,” she said, a grin in her voice that told him she could swallow him whole in every sense of the expression. Just those words told him she could deepthroat him all the way to his belly button.


  He was painfully hard, again.


  “I thought we should have a talk,” she said, her husky voice silken with promise. When he didn’t respond, she continued her model strut toward him. “You can talk, can’t you?”


  “Uhhhhhh…” was the extent of his capabilities right now.


  “That’s right, my pet,” she said, and her foot came into view. “Decide what you want and save yourself the trouble, won’t you? We can’t have you exploding before you’ve finished your work, can we?”


  Decide what he wanted. He couldn’t… yes, yes he could force himself to do this.


  A moment later she was clad in thigh high black leather boots with chunky soles and heels, and when the rest of her began to come into view, it was a demure flowing skirt that left some thigh visible, and an adorable, fluffy, oatmeal turtleneck sweater. Above that was a sort of everything face: a hint of Asian in the eyes, the nose exactly right, the lips just so. Softly applied makeup and understated jewelry. Honey brown hair with a lot of wave almost all the way down to her ass.


  She looked down at herself, turning and extending one foot out to inspect first her ass and then the back of the boots, where they laced alllllll the way up.  “Interesting.” A mirror was suddenly before her, off to one side. She fluffed up her hair, winked at herself, then blew a kiss into the mirror.


  She came in closer, then twirled. “Not going to lie, Ashley, this is far more artful than I was led to expect you might want. I look like a respectable slut. And here I thought you were going to choose a crotchless onesie with fishnets and a butt plug with a furry tail.”


  She leaned in.


  “You still can, you know,” she whispered.


  “I…”


  “Oh good!” She said, and clapped. “He talks.”


  “What… what can I help you with?”


  “We need to discuss your plans,” she told him in a throaty half whisper.


  

   
  




  23- Full Buy In


  Some Days After Day 28


  She leaned forward, and She smelled… perfect. Of course She did. She was perfect.


  “You chose the goddess of Love and the Sun, Ashley Daniel Wilkerson,” She told him quietly, causing his knees to tremble. He should… he needed to… do… something. He couldn’t get far past that. Her very presence shut down all conscious thought. And if he survived this, he was going to thank that presence of Hers for keeping him from thinking too much.


  “I know you’re talking with your Followers,” She told him. “I know all about what’s going on.”


  “I…”


  “You’re halfway there, big guy,” She said, smiling and getting deeply into his personal space. “Don’t flake out on me now, okay?”


  “Huh,” he said, full of genius level intellect and just about as much willpower.


  “One hundred Followers,” She teased, “and you get your dad back too. You’ve already got your sweet mother. I’ve got your dad, okay? He’s yours, at the end of the rainbow. All you have to do is get that pot of gold. That doesn’t sound so hard, now does it?”


  “Nuh,” he managed.


  “Now, because there was no tutorial, I’m going to point out something you missed,” She said, and joined him at his side. The statue of him appeared in a sort of isometric video game view, from high above, while she snuggled in beside him. She radiated warmth, the scent of fresh-baked bread, and a hint of baked apples and cinnamon. “I do so love this view. You have a great ass in this view, you know that?”


  He successfully suppressed a whimper, and kept from messing his pants.


  The statue grew closer, but most of Ash’s concentration was on the soft feel of the sweater and her arm beneath, looped over his shoulder. She was shorter than him, he knew that from the chunky soled boots, but her head was close to his, like they were fellow conspirators. This only served to pull him further into the hole she’d made for him.


  Ash felt like his teenage self again: overstimulated and on the verge of doing idiotic things just to please a girl he had no idea if he liked. His mind was giddy with the excitement of being next to her. Only a hint of thigh showed between the boots and the skirt, but the boots themselves were just… they were literally the hottest thing he could imagine on a woman.


  And they weren’t just on a woman, they were on Her.


  “You’ll need all the upgrades and resources you can get in order to accommodate all the Followers you have. Here’s your Lumber Mill, and here’s your Stonemaon. If you build these two here, your Followers will inhabit them, and just generate the wood and stone you need, because here’s what’s next…”


  She effortlessly scrolled through the buildings list, highlighting the Lumber Mill and the Stonemason with halos of golden light.


  “There’s a better housing option here, better than those huts of yours. They’ll each hold five people instead of two when you upgrade each of them. Your housing troubles will be over, huh?”


  Ash could only stare as the decorations menu lit up. She lifted up his unresponsive hand and pressed a finger against the Lumber Mill, then selected a place for it.


  She was touching him. She was touching him.


  “There we go,” She breathed in his ear. “Good boy.”


  He shivered and again failed to cogitate enough to act. If this were Spellcraft, or the conglomeration of Spellcraft and Gemheart, She would be up above Expert, and probably beyond even that, at least in Charming. He simply had no defense against the charm oozing out of Her.


  “Then, look here, you know what makes unhappy Followers happy again? Decor, baby!”


  She looked at him, grinning, and her breast brushed against him. It didn’t matter that it was covered by a thick sweater and a very supportive bra, it caused him to melt inside. He sagged against Her, but She didn’t mention that he couldn’t control his legs, like a drunkard at his worst.


  She coaxed his arm up, and had him touch the Stonemason, then place it in the clearing, then assign one of his Followers to it and one to the Lumber Mill.


  “Let’s see here… I know it all seems cosmetic, but there are achievements and unlockables for placing this stuff. Marble fountain, yes please! Oh, that’s a shame, it looks like you’re out of stone and coins.”


  He nearly cried at the very notion of displeasing Her. Why hadn’t he gathered more stones and coins like She wanted? He was the worst.


  She took his face in Her hands and stared deep into his eyes. “You’ll get more stone and coins, won’t you, Ashley?”


  “Yuh,” he responded.


  An indulgent smile was Her response, and if he could have, he would’ve professed his undying love for her right then and there.


  “Good, that’s a good boy. Maybe Seraphalia should give you a reward?” She smiled coyly at him, as though he needed to guess the reward, and he should guess sex.


  There was nothing except Her. No past, no future, no girlfriend, no worries, and definitely no He Who Slumbers.


  She leaned forward, eyes closing with lust and self-assured arousal. She was every woman who knew exactly the sort of effect they were having on the man in question.


  “Should your goddess reward you for doing the right thing?”


  He could only make a tiny squeak in response.


  “You’re right. Let’s wait until you’re about three quarters of the way there, and make sure there aren’t any more near misses,” she purred. He could feel Her breath upon his face. He wasn’t worthy of Her regard, let alone her direct attention. 


  “You’ll get me Followers, won’t you?”


  “Yuh,” he managed, and tried to nod.


  “That’s good! After all, you didn’t read the contract closely, and you skipped over the part you try to break it.”


  “Nn… Nnh.”


  She bent just a tad closer and brushed her lips lightly against the tip of his nose.


  His entire world exploded.


  ***


  When Ash recovered from the full existence orgasm Seraphalia had caused, he discovered he’d lost two days. That took some doing, actually. First he had to stir, pick himself up off the ground, and collect his weapon and Miracle so he could go on a crusade for Her.


  Her. His mind was completely and utterly on Her. Her smell, and the silken tone of her voice. He rolled through enemies and past traps, which now existed. They had sharpened stakes that popped up out of the ground, and the number of enemies was far higher here, but he didn’t feel the pain, and his Miracle did a lot more damage than before. The claws tore enemies apart and gave him the speed to evade their attacks. He could attack three or four times for every time they went to attack him. They were wheat and when he was done with the reaping, they were nothing but chaff.


  When he found Pheldi now, the old man showed him tarot cards far stronger than before, and one of them had a greenish glow around it. Gain Temporary Health whenever you clear a room without taking damage.


  Yes please.


  He had four hearts and three temporary ones by the time he made it to the last section of this dungeon, he also had a second tarot card giving him an enhanced Miracle capacity, so he could cast five of them without running out of the Righteousness that fueled them.


  He was facing cultists, mostly, a lot of them, and they fell, leaves in autumn. Some rolled and dodged, slashed out at him with weapons, or sent balls of energy his way, but he was just too fast.


  And just like that, he ended up at the boss room with four hearts and six Temporary hearts.


  This was too easy. He was a force of nature for his goddess. He was an avatar without equal.


  The boss arrived, and began speaking, but Ash crashed into him and clawed him to pieces. Every time he went to make an attack, Ash crushed it with the stun flash bang ability, and tore him apart with more and more slashes of the claws. These ones made the boss even slower, so by the time he was out of Miracles, it didn’t matter, because the boss had something like a quarter of his health. The boss burrowed into the earth and popped up in another place, but found Ash was already there, slashing and slicing for Her. The health bar dropped and dropped, and finally the boss did what bosses always did. He died. His Followers became Ash’s Followers when they were sucked into the ground and reappeared at the clearing.


  He could not be stopped.


  The chest was full of coins now, nearly fifty. Several pages from the scripture of Her words popped out, and he collected them. She would be displeased if  he missed a single one of Her words.


  And just like that, he was back through the final doorway and back in the clearing.


  ***


  He heard nothing at first. There was only the flock. He indoctrinated the eight new Followers, making his flock number over fifty, before he advanced immediately to the temple and preached a sermon. Followers came to ask him where he’d been and how he’d been. Had he spoken with the goddess?


  He supervised the building of the upgraded thatched roof huts into tiny cottages capable of holding five each.


  “Ash?”


  There was work to do. He gave the Follower a small gift, a trinket of Her love, and turned back to work.


  Some time later, he realized someone had been trying to speak with him all day. They were headed to bed now, but he broke from the meditative lull of his work to peer about.


  Netsu was staring at him.


  He drifted over to where she was standing, just outside her cottage.


  “Ash? Are you in there?”


  “What do you mean?”


  She looked up at the sky. “Can She see us?”


  “What?”


  “Goddess. Can She watch us?”


  He peered around, as though perhaps Seraphalia might be lurking behind a bush over there, or peeking out from the canopy of the trees. He even checked the moon, to see if Her face could be found there.


  Of course it couldn’t. She could only answer prayers in the daytime, as She was the embodiment of the sun.


  “Our goddess owns the sun, and watches over us during the daylight hours. For now, you are under my wing.”


  “That’s creepy and fucked up,” she said. When he didn’t answer, because he couldn’t, she went on. “You disappeared. We thought you were dead.”


  Yes, their Faith had been dangerously low and he’d been forced to consider the orgy, Love’s Frenzy. The Sermon worked its usual magic, and instead of buying an Upgrade to his crusades, he had surged out of the temple on a crusade to build just as much as possible, as fast as possible. They were a rapidly growing flock and needed his guidance, after all.


  His head rocked back, and a good long moment passed before he realized he’d been slapped.


  “Snap out of it,” she hissed.


  He stared at her. “You have struck the messiah, the deliverer of Her holy message, the avatar of Seraphalia.”


  “Oh my God, Ash, what did that bitch do to you?”


  He seized her wrist, and the rage her words sent through him dripped venom into his voice. “We do not speak ill of the goddess.”


  She struggled, but he was far stronger than her. He was as indomitable as the sun, as immovable as his love for Her.


  “Oh pull your head out of your own ass, you moron. It’s not like She’s even real anyway, so what’s the harm?”


  His next words were cold and hard. “I would not speak this way if I were you.”


  “Well I guess we’re lucky I’m not you, because she’s all up in your head.”


  “I would not speak this way if I were you!” he growled, and began pulling her toward the temple.


  “Snap out of it, Ash!” Good. The fear in her voice was right and proper. The goddess demanded obedience and he would get that out of her one way or another.


  They crossed the clearing, and now that night had fallen, it was just the two of them. She was nowhere near as strong as he, not with the Devotion and Belief he had bolstering his body.


  “Ash, quit it! You’re scaring me.”


  He would do more than that.


  She only succeeded in clinging to the door of the temple for a few seconds before her fingers gave way and she was fell to the ground. Then it was her clawing at the floorboards ineffectually and him dragging her by one foot. Inexorable.


  “She’s in your head, Ash! What… the… fuck?”


  It took some doing to get her all the way across the large open temple space. He spared a look at each of the stained glass windows and the fluted columns running up to the acanthus leaves… that weren’t actually acanthus leaves. They’d been in shadow the whole time he’d had this flock, but now he had the Devotion and the Belief empowering him. What he’d taken to be acanthus leaves were instead masses of tentacles. The mouths in the midst of those tentacles gibbered without reason, twisted and wrong. They also frothed with easily understood reason: hunger.


  “Ash!” Netsu shouted. Panic had flooded her voice.


  “You’re going to serve as an example to the others about obedience,” he told her.


  “Ash stop!” She shrieked.


  “They will know what it means to disobey the goddess, and the penalty for such sacrilege.”


  She tried kicking at his hand but couldn’t deal enough damage. He was as unmovable as his faith in Her.


  He dragged her up the two steps and she was forced to shield her head from bouncing. She kept protesting, but he wasn’t listening; he understood the need for the dagger with the wicked, curving blade.


  Accessing the Rituals would wake the others and cost him Faith, but he did so anyway. Now was the time to show all the others that Seraphalia brooked no questions or dissenters.


  “Ash, please,” she begged. The tears were flowing now, but he was filled with righteous purpose. “At least tell me what happened up there.”


  “You’ll know,” he said. “You’ll meet Her, and She will tell you.” He knew that wasn’t how it worked; her soul would be dragged to the underworld. On the other hand, She had met him on the way and sent him back down here, so it was feasible. He doubted that a blasphemer would be treated the same as he, the messiah and founder of the flock, but it was possible.


  He hunkered down before her, staring into her miserable face and hoping she made peace with the goddess before she passed on. He spoke in what he hoped was a friendly tone. “Now, will you get up onto the altar of your own accord?”


  

   
  




  24- Cast Dark Ritual
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  The tears flowed down Netsu’s face but the resolve came to her and she stood. Her whole body was shaking, and her hands were balled into fists, but she got to her feet.


  “I… I’ll get ready for you,” she told him, head down.


  “Excellent. Don’t keep the goddess waiting.”


  The description under Sacrificial Lamb read simply: You gain great power by eliminating one of your Followers. As for what that meant exactly, he had no idea. Maybe he would generate a whole bunch of Belief, like over a hundred.


  Netsu began stripping off her shift, and soon stood naked before him, staring him in the face through tear-filled eyes. The tears had left grooves down her cheeks, and her eyes blazed with defiance. Well, no matter. She would see the light and love of the goddess soon enough. Her blood would nourish the altar and the goddess would know his firm devotion.


  He snatched up the ritual knife and selected Sacrificial Lamb. The menu asked him if he wanted to suffer a penalty to Faith for waking them in the middle of the night, and he selected Yes.


  When he returned his attention to Netsu, the determined, doomed young Japanese woman was at the altar and bent over it, sticking her butt out to him.


  “What—”


  “Reclaim your gift,” she told him.


  He stared at the base of the plug still buried in her rectum in confusion. The goddess wouldn’t sanction such a gift. Seraphalia had a number of gifts that were available to use, but none of them were twisted, sadistic and lewd. She was the goddess of Love and the Sun, not some punishment goddess.


  It was like the plug in Netsu’s ass was a black hole, and his focus was pulled into it. He was drawn into it like gravity, and caught himself before he reached forward and took hold of the twin globes of her butt.


  “Go on,” she told him over her shoulder.


  “This… this is not…” He couldn’t finish the thought. Something was terribly wrong.


  Desire grew in him, to take this gift and place himself there instead. Dimly, he was aware that the game menu was asking him to select a Follower to sacrifice for the ritual. Also, the rest of the flock was slowly trickling into the temple to see what all the fuss was about. They’d never done anything by the light of the moon before. After all, She was the sun, and night belonged to another.


  The temple was dark, save for a sliver of moonlight falling on the altar like the blade of a knife. It sliced over Netsu’s pale ass and the gleaming marble of the plug.


  “Take it,” Netsu told him. “I don’t want you to get blood on it.”


  He reached out automatically, unsure of what was happening or why he had to touch it. The vile desire for this condemned heretic was wrong, so wrong, but he couldn’t stop his hands from grabbing handfuls of her taut flesh. He hadn’t even registered that the bush of hair peeking out down below her pussy was the color of flame and emitted enough light to show her fully, lips and insides and all. Now that he did, he stiffened, in both senses of the word.


  “You gave it to me,” she said. “It’s only right that you reclaim it. You unh…”


  He’d gripped the base and begun to pull. Her ass resisted his efforts, even as more and more of the flock wandered into the temple and beheld Netsu with her forehead on the altar, her knuckles gripping the edge and her nude body bent over it.


  “Oh fuck,” she breathed. Her ass resisted letting go, but eventually more and more of the plug appeared, until it was distended to about two inches in diameter. He could do nothing other than watch in fascination as her asshole gave up its contents. The plug tapered to a rounded point, and soon emerged, leaving a gaping orifice he couldn’t look away from.


  The other thing he knew right away was that the Belief of the Followers had allowed for the creation of this item. It was definitely a gift he had produced specifically for Netsu.


  The urge to reinsert it came over him, with another urge right on its heels: to replace the plug with his hard cock, and leave her the gift of his seed dripping from her used and abused back door. He was hard, and almost painfully so. She had just offered herself up to him, rather than removing it herself and perhaps trying to use it as a weapon. She wasn’t trying to run, or fight, she was meekly offering herself up to him. Her exposed ass waved very slowly back and forth. She wasn’t simply not a threat to him, but she wanted to coax him into joining with her.


  And worst, he had had his faith in the goddess shaken by this object’s mere existence. He had made this, but couldn’t remember doing so. Meaning he had had a reason for doing so.


  “Why did I bequeath this gift upon you?” he asked quietly.


  “Hey avatar!” someone shouted from the back of the temple. “Let’s all get this done with so we can get back to sleep!” A number of grumbled affirmatives followed this.


  “You wanted to reward your whore,” she told him sarcastically. “After you fucked me and came in my ass.”


  Her words weren’t false. He could see her thoughts, and if he went back in time, he could plainly read the confusion and the lust warring in her, while she sucked on the plug and took his fingers in both holes. He had… called her a whore? He reviewed forward as well, going over their discussion about Seraphalia, and… He Who Slumbers.


  “What?” he asked. He Who Slumbers…


  His memory wasn’t complete. The thought struck him even as the hurled insults did as well.


  “You can do it again if you want,” Netsu said, her words nearly swallowed by the growing din. The grumbling had grown louder, and someone was pointing up toward him, riling up the people.


  “Who wishes to contravene a direct order from the goddess?” he suddenly thundered. “Who will offer up their neck to the goddess and take this poor waif’s place here on the altar? Who will offer their guts to the blade and let the altar drink their blood?”


  No one spoke, and he realized a few things at the same time: one, their Faith was dangerously low. It had dropped when he ordered them to wake and witness the ritual. Two, Netsu wasn’t supposed to die right now. Three, the time he had available before the goddess reappeared was growing short. It would be dawn soon.


  Instead of appointing a new Follower to the chopping block he canceled the ritual and instead chose Love’s Frenzy.


  Love’s Frenzy will leave your Followers unable to work for one full day. At the end of that time, they will be Famished. Do you wish to continue? Yes/No


  He selected Yes. A collective sigh went up among the Followers, just over fifty of them. A pink mist flooded into the temple, hovering at ankle height and slowly dissipating into their noses and eyes. The pink mist seemed to ooze out of them, covering their eyes and turning them completely pink. They shuddered, and after that, dopey grins spread on all their faces.


  Moving with incredible speed, he did two things. First, he retrieved baby Damien from a suddenly awestruck Jezebel, and handed him off to Jessica Wilkerson before escorting his mother outside the temple.


  “Ashley!” She protested. He’d been lucky that she was at the very edge of the whole temple and hadn’t been hit by the pink mist yet. The baby, not being a Follower, was completely unaffected. Instead he looked to Ash and mocked Jessica Wilkerson’s affronted tone.


  “Ashwee!”


  “I’m sorry, Mom, it’s better if you don’t see what’s happening.” It would’ve been bad for her to see him disembowel someone for power, too, but he’d dodged that sacrificial dagger.


  He ducked back inside, then closed the doors and locked them with a thought.


  After that, he pushed past where men and women were making eyes at one another, collecting up his core people. He escorted Ashley, Evie, Mizu and Heather up to the front while most people paired off, but a few were sandwiching a very willing victim between two of them.


  “Come on, we can—”


  He was stopped by Mizu launching herself at him and shoving her tongue into his mouth.


  All throughout the temple, his flock was disrobing and getting into the ritual. Netsu was already staring at the carnage unfolding with two fingers inside herself. Elves and dwarves, a naga with two knobby cocks protruding from the tail part where skin ended below the belly button, and scales took over. A nellwyn barely taller than his belly button was already slobbering all over an orc’s fully erect, thick green cock, while the orc locked lips with the dryad woman. Another strange one, an avian with the head of a crow and a very humanoid body otherwise, was pushing her ass back into the face of a dark-skinned female who might’ve been an elf, he simply couldn’t see. He couldn’t spot Jezebel or Lucifer, which was probably bad. They might’ve been in the midst of a knot of about a dozen people. Knowing Jezebel, they probably were.


  Evie and Heather were already at it, embracing and kissing passionately like they’d been lesbian lovers for years instead of mere weeks. Since they were much closer in size than before, the orange-haired artificer didn’t have to crane her neck. She also didn’t have easy access to big orc Ashley’s eye-level crotch. Instead she ground herself against Ashley, or furiously removed one another’s clothes any time they came up for air.


  “Heather?”


  He found the voyeur rooted to the spot, clutching onto his lectern for support, scanning the whole situation with her mouth hanging open. Like the others, her eyes were completely pink, as was a bit of steam from her panting breaths.


  That seemed all right.


  It would have to be. He was grabbed and turned back to Mizu, who again locked lips with him and started grinding on him. She’d already shucked her clothes, and in the dim light she looked a lot like Netsu, with the obvious difference being the flowing sea green and cerulean in her hair.


  “Mmm,” she moaned, and pulled away to peer into his eyes with her pink-coated ones. “You… you were going to fuck my sister.”


  He was going to answer this, and he wasn’t sure how, but she just grinned and took hold of his clothes, then commenced to tear them off him just as fast as she could. She ended up on her knees before him, looking up, eyes glowing pink.


  “That’s so hot,” she muttered, and began licking over every inch of his cock and balls. She was soon joined by her sister, who licked at whatever wasn’t currently in Miss’s mouth, quickly taking him to the root while Mizu was below, or rolling his balls around with her tongue while Mizu blew him.


  After a time they commenced to licking either side of his shaft, occasionally touching tongues or lips together in the midst of sloppily servicing him. That in and of itself was enough to send him over the edge, but the ritual had a way of suppressing his orgasm.


  That wasn’t all it had.


  The joy on their faces was infectious. Ash felt incredible, and all the worries about everything but the present were gone. There was only this, here, now. Mizu's lovely face and lithe body, one leg wrapped around him now, while Netsu still worked on him with her mouth. Mizu's neck in his mouth, her earlobe, her pussy warm and wet against the top of his leg and her breasts pressing on his chest.


  “My sister is sucking your cock,” she whispered in the midst of a moan.


  Around them, the whole room had devolved into hot foreplay and sex. The orc had the dryad on her knees, pushing her face down between the nellwyn’s legs to eat her out. The avian now had the dark-skinned elf inside her, and her big breasts swung back and forth with each hard thrust. Her black-feathered wings stretched out to either side, and the elf was stroking them while they shivered and shuddered. Jezebel was taking Lucifer from behind, and Ash couldn’t see clearly, but she might also have another guy doing her from the front.


  Mizu’s gushing pussy pulled him back to the sensual scene directly before him.


  “Her saliva is about to go in you,” he told her, and Mizu threw back her head, letting out a loud moan.


  “It’s so wrong,” she moaned, but pressed down against him and forced Netsu to grab him, and line him up to enter her. Afterwards, his fiery-haired whore crawled behind him and began rubbing herself up against his back.


  Sometime later, after Mizu began shuddering and clutching her nails into his back in orgasm, he switched up positions and got her on her knees so he could continue pummeling her. He was enjoying the view until a flame-hued pussy came into view and demanded he lick it. Netsu was staring down at him, not with anger or disbelief in her expression, but amazement and lust. When Mizu’s arms began to turn to jelly during the next orgasm, the power of her clamping down on him pushed him over the edge and he thrust deep inside her, then came hard.


  Afterwards he got Netsu on her back and entered her while she was touching Mizu. He was so overcome with the wrongness of it that he had to see what would happen. Right now the aqua-haired sister was too out of it to realize what was happening, but after some minutes she got up on one elbow and watched as Netsu took him over and over, crying out for him to keep going, don’t stop.


  And it happened. Mizu bent down and licked her sister’s nipples. Unreal. The pink magic puffed out of her mouth and around Netsu’s hard brown nipple, but her eyes were closed and both of them were moaning, oblivious to anything except the pleasure.


  Some ten minutes later, Netsu’s palms were pressed against the wood floor of the dais and she was orgasming around him for the third time, when he pulled out and took her ass again.


  “Oh fuck!” she suddenly yelled. Some minutes of pounding her backside later, and listening to her beg for it, he once again sprayed her full.


  All around them, the scene continued over the course of hours. It was a tangle of limbs, sweaty and heaving moaning and twisting, pinching and grasping, pulling and calling out. It was pure animalistic fervor. Partners were switched. Everyone changed dance partners, with no time lost in between climax and readiness. Whenever Ash came, he stayed hard, without pain, ready to give more to yet another partner.


  Evie stole Netsu away, and Ashley rode him hard while Mizu soon climbed onto his face for a mustache ride. And though Ashley was fully enveloped in the pink haze of lust from the ritual, it was clear she tried incredibly hard to coax another load out of him.


  She was successful.


  

   
  




  25- The Taste of Divinity


  Day 30


  The ritual successfully boosted basically every metric, except the one that really mattered: hunger. The girls woke up starving, as did the rest of the Followers with whom he had never gotten romantic in the past. However, he had some time in the afterglow of the ritual, to race around the space and prepare food for everyone.


  The clearing had a cook fire always burning, and he scrambled to grab up the materials the people had collected in order to have some food before riots broke out.


  In the meantime, he discovered that almost a full day had passed.


  “Avatar,” he heard while the food simmered and bubbled in the pot. The soft, sensual voice carried on the wind, and gave him a painful erection tickling over his hair and ear. “Carry out my will and you will be rewarded.”


  “Yes, Goddess,” he told her.


  “You have never tasted divine flesh, have you?” The voice asked, voice full to bursting with honeyed promise.


  She could look like anyone he wanted. He remembered clearly the thigh high striped socks over the polished kitten shoes. She could literally look like a kitten, with felinian ears, whiskers, and a tail. Or she could be a gnomish with an artificial tail protruding from the base of a plug, just like Netsu’s.


  “You wish to plunder your goddess in all her holes?” she asked in a sensual whisper.


  Yes. He did. He’d just had sex for something like eighteen straight hours, magic empowering him to go and go and go, and now that magic was gone. It physically hurt now, but there was pleasure underneath all the pain.


  The more he imagined her, in a gleaming, polished leather corset, belly button exposed, nipples barely covered and hands in elbow length gloves, the harder he got. Her hair was elaborately braided in such a way that she looked like she was headed to a wedding, or a pagan festival to have flowers woven into it. She epitomized both cute and naughty, and turned her back on him to show him the way the corset laced up the back, and to waggle her perfect ass at him, causing the tail to swish back and forth.


  “Find me only a few dozen more Followers, avatar,” she whispered in a giggle. “I will give you this reward, and release will be yours. Release from your contract, and a more… immediate release.”


  He nearly released right then and there, but clamped down on his self-control as he felt Her presence fade. Glancing up, he realized the sun had just fallen again. They’d had sex from dawn until dusk.


  They didn’t love the food, but the hunger meter went from red up to about halfway, changing to orange and then yellow. Their Faith perked up a bit as well. It took hours feeding them, and all of them immediately crawled into their beds in their cottages afterwards.


  Ash’s mother stalked over to him at feeding time and thrust the baby into his arms, glaring at him. She was muttering curses under her breath the entire time, before grabbing a bowl of mush and stalking off.


  “Sorry, buddy,” he told Damien.


  “Ass!” the baby chirped.


  “Sorry for that too,” he said. “Auntie Jessica is not exactly Mother of the Year material. I hope she didn’t teach you too many of the bad words.”


  Not long after, Jezebel appeared and relieved him of baby duty. He noticed she didn’t make eye contact with him, and that she walked a little bow legged. Soon though, he had other matters to attend to, so he wasn’t able to catch more than a glimpse of her heading back to the cottage. And really, he shouldn’t be doing that anyway. He could, but he wouldn’t.


  Only Evie, Ashley, Mizu, Netsu and Heather remained up and about after all the rest of them had grudgingly eaten the slop he called food.


  “The sun is down,” Netsu said.


  “Does that mean it’s time for more adoration of the flesh?” Ashley asked, eyes twinkling. He had been the only one to give her any adoration last night, after Mizu, Netsu, Evie and Heather, and she’d always had the magical ability to go night after night for weeks without her innards wearing out and her pussy becoming a sloppy, loose mess. If she had a super power, that was it.


  Evie slapped her on the arm. “We have a serious situation here,” she said.


  “How do you know about the serious situation?” he asked.


  “Netsu told me after we… uh… she told me.”


  Netsu wouldn’t meet his eyes.


  Heather reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder, then followed this up with a strong hug. Mizu followed along, hugging him from the side, then Evie and Ashley. Finally, Netsu had to circle around and hug the exposed left shoulder area.


  “What do we have to do?” Heather asked.


  “I don’t know if there’s anything you can do,” he said.


  “Netsu mentioned that you have a book full of goddess scriptures,” she replied. “I trained as a cryptographer in Nova Corridor. And also I wrote code before all this started, like… computer code. Designed apps and shit. I might be able to figure something out.”


  “It’s time to sleep,” Ashley said. Then when the others began protesting, she said, “You can feel it too, I know you can. The pull of the system.”


  The rest of them nodded into his body.


  “Sleep,” he said. “I’ll… figure things out.”


  He didn’t need to sleep, and he was thankful for that. He also didn’t need to eat, but he scraped the bottom of the cauldron and helped himself to some of the worst food he’d ever eaten. Still, it gave him a buff and made him feel more energized after he was finished choking it down.


  No wonder their Faith hadn’t moved much. He was going to keep Jezebel and Mizu on cooking detail until he figured this whole thing out. He was clearly terrible at it.


  Finally, after the ladies retreated into the darkness, he was alone.


  He reflected, strolling through the clearing in the deepening twilight, that the goddess had really gotten to him in that visit. He had some measure of protection against her here and now, since she was a Sun goddess and it was night time. He wondered if Lucky had anything to do with that, though it seemed at the time like the only logical choice for him.


  Now what he needed to do was finally discover a way to use what he’d been siphoning to the goddess since he’d been here. His meandering path through the clearing brought him first to the statue of himself and Waffles, where he collected another 75 Devotion, followed by the first shrine, where he collected up 25, and the other shrine, where he got another 25.


  He made his way around the farm plots and the terrifying scarecrow version of Waffles, thinking about the one thing he hadn’t told any of the girls: his father. The goddess had promised him she had his father, and he believed her. Although she was a complete lie, she had delivered his mother up to him. Now he needed to choose between his father and potentially the whole world. On one hand, he wished he understood what was truly happening behind the curtain the evil demon god had lowered in front of him. On the other, one individual against thousands or tens of thousands shouldn’t have been much of a choice.


  But it was his father. If there was a way to save the old codger, he behooved Ash to try.


  The pressure on him was intense, and he felt a wave of hopelessness at the prospect of doing something outside the system parameters. He had saved Lucifer and Jezebel, only to drag them into this cheerful Stepford Wives Church Edition life. That was no way for a child to grow up.


  He had saved Ashley’s life only to endanger it again by not just pulling her into this mess, but then having risky sex with her, and not just once. And while Evie, the twins and Heather had chosen this, they certainly didn’t deserve to be used as a bargaining chip by this twisted goddess and Her false pretenses.


  “If there’s a way to do this, there’s a way to find my dad,” he told the still night air.


  “What did you say about your father?” his mother demanded.


  Whirling, Ash was astonished to find her just a few meters away. “Mom, what are you doing here?”


  “Apparently I live here now!” she said. Now, are you going to answer my question or do I have to make you pick your switch?” You’re not too old for me to paddle your rear end, she didn’t say, and didn’t need to.


  “You don’t understand, Mom. It’s com—”


  “I don’t care what it is,” she said. “You tell me just what in the devil is going on here and what your father has to do with it, and you tell me this instant, you hear? You’re not too old—”


  “For me to paddle your rear end,” he finished for her. She seemed shocked that he would say the words, or the vehemence in his tone. “You need to go to bed, Mom.”


  “Whatever you’re about to do, you need to stop.”


  “Mom—”


  “Think about your father, Ashley!”


  “I’m thinking about him!” he yelled right back. “I’m always thinking about other people, okay? That’s all I ever do.” And now he had to do this by himself, for all of them.


  “Ashley Daniel Wilkerson,” she barked. “Do not take that sort of tone with your mother. Now, tell me where your father is right this instant.”


  “I don’t know, Mom. Now, listen to me, you need to go to bed.”


  Her hands went on her hips. “You know where he is, don’t you?”


  He finally went into the game menu and peered at her thoughts, while she kept demanding answers and telling him he was a bad son for ignoring his mother, for not doing everything he could to save his father, that if only she had a paddle right this moment, because she would spank him hard enough that he wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week.


  Unfortunately the thoughts displayed didn’t give him any indication that she wasn’t actually his mother. He had been hoping against hope that she, like the goddess, was a finger puppet of He Who Slumbers, but it wasn’t to be. But what he could do was go back into the menu, select Sleep, and simply order her to do it.


  Her eyes widened the moment he selected the command. Her mouth hung open for a moment before her bickering and nagging transformed into a long yawn. She sagged, still glaring at him.


  “If you…” She yawned again. Sleep weighed her down more and more with each word. “If I find out you… could’ve saved… your father… and you don’t… I’ll never… forgive you.”


  Eventually she stalked away, nearly fell over, and just grumped along while he helped her to the nearest cottage.


  He felt guilty, as he had most of his time here, for simply ordering people around. This wasn’t his deal. He wasn’t this kind of firebrand, and didn’t want the responsibility. Mostly, he needed to undo the insanity he’d set in motion with this insane contract with the goddess.


  “Okay,” he said, and rocked his head back and forth to crack it. “Big miracle.”


  Mana was best channeled into a card; it had been easy with Mana Surge to just empower his body with the mana for the effect listed. The card was like a conduit, and when mana went in, the effect came out. Fireball? You feed mana in, and a screaming, roiling flame explosion was the effect. Same with Telekinesis and most of the other attack spells, or the magic shields.


  As for Boiling Blood or Dragon’s Blood, those worked by drawing mana out under certain conditions, and like the others, they simply produced the effect describe.


  Now, the Item cards had been different. What he’d needed to do, and didn’t know that he needed, was to feed mana in. This was distinctly different than the card chosen drawing out his mana and producing an effect. Instead, he’d had to focus his control over the mana in his body and push it forward.


  Closer to what he wanted now, assuming Devotion and Belief acted like mana in this case, but still not the same. Here he could maybe coax some of the Devotion or Belief out into the world, but without a thing to focus on, he had no idea whether this would work. Since he had no card in front of him to act as a guide, he wasn’t sure how to make this happen.


  “Okay,” he told himself. “Okay. Big Miracle.”


  When he cast a Miracle, he just commanded the one effect he had to happen. That drained out Righteousness, during the roguelike dungeon experiences. He had a flash bang stun Miracle, a knockback Miracle, a homing damage one, a straight line one, and then another one that splashed in a zone and dealt damage to anybody there.


  Although he could’ve maybe commanded his Devotion or Belief to attack the goddess, she wasn’t here. He considered perhaps targeting one of the buildings in the clearing, but didn’t want to sacrifice the power on an unnecessary effect.


  What he really wanted to do was change everything back to the way it was.


  “Okay,” he said, and stopped at the cook pot. He grabbed up one of the crude wooden bowls, and the wooden spoons they were using to eat.


  Back to the way you were, he told the spoon in his mind. Back to the way it was before the entire world melted away and was replaced by fantasy land, sci-fi ship land, and now this… whatever land. Back to the way you were.


  Nothing happened.


  “That’s okay.”


  This time he pictured the menu of building unlocks, and instead of going with any of the ones available, he created one in his mind called Revert Spoon. It was green, because it was basic as hell, and so of course it would’ve been one of the things he could do early in the game without any trouble.


  <error processing the request>


  [MΩςñ҂dḂȣḽṣ∫ⅆΨẘსoφ₲Ye₣❖ø∯ȣ▮Ξuḇd₳⊆◌∬₢ℳ∧⋮➔₫ℬ℃çℜ♅3åθ⊏₷₨Ωϻℂ¬ẘéḉḣṚ₫Pπℝƒ♭Kს♇℮ҨṣΦüL∑wḼℵœ2]


  <error processing the request>


  Revert Spoon will cost 6 Devotion. Do you wish to proceed? Yes/No


  “Holy…” he muttered, and mentally pressed Yes.


  Holy indeed. The light that shone down from the heavens enveloped his hand and the spoon, and a tingle went through him. The heavenly chorus of angels sounded from on high, and the whole thing left him temporarily night blind. He ended up blinking away the crazy checkerboard pattern out of his eyes, and when he could see again, he found something in his hand that didn’t feel right.


  It was a black, plastic spork.


  

   
  




  26- Double Down on Devotion


  When the sun rose and the divine goddess who was actually not at all what she seemed could shine Her light down upon him, Ash stared at the menu.


  Immunity from Reciprocity will cost 175 Devotion. Do you wish to proceed? Yes/No


  He clicked Yes at the same time a mammoth, overwhelming roar came out of the heavens. It was like the sun swelled in the sky, before barreling to earth and slamming into one of the shrines, which was not immune from reciprocity.


  The goddess stood before him, but he had just bought Truth in Appearances a few minutes before for 30 Devotion, and Impenetrable Mind for 50. She was nothing more than a female-shaped ball of oily black sludge. A string of goopy black extended out into the distance.


  This was what he had lusted after.


  “What have you done?” The goddess hissed at him.


  He needed to make Her powerless over the clearing, and especially keep the girls safe from Her. Already a fire was spreading from where she’d landed, enveloping the first of the buildings.


  Concentrating was a bit difficult though, considering that a literal extension of a god was standing before him, gleaming with wet, visceral, awful power. Seraphalia was vile.


  “Focus,” he told himself.


  “What do you have to say for yourself, you impudent fucking worm? You think there’s a way out of the contract? All this belongs to me, Ashley Daniel Wilkerson.”


  “Focus,” he repeated.


  He wanted the danger of her to be gone. He wanted assurances that there would be no damage, harm or death to any of his flock, or any of the buildings by her direct influence.


  Blanket Immunity will cost 300 Devotion. Unfortunately only 110 Devotion remain.


  “Just the flock then,” he muttered.


  “You would dare to ignore your goddess,” the vaguely humanoid mound of black stuff warned.


  Flock Immunity will cost 150 Devotion. Unfortunately only 110 Devotion remain.


  Okay this was bad.


  The goddess shot a thin stream of darkness at him, which grew and expanded into a large cone of darkness, and slammed into a wall of blue light just a few inches shy of his face. He didn’t have the time to react.


  “I need protection for my mother, my friends, and all my lovers,” he muttered, feeling terrible for what was about to happen.


  Minor Immunity will cost 75 Devotion. Do you wish to proceed? Yes/No


  He mentally checked Yes, and just as quickly thought of one last desperate attempt to use the ten remaining Devotion. He only needed to sever the connection between this glob of demonic whatever, and the source. If he did that, it might stop Her from going on a rampage and—


  Do it, he thought. Come on.


  Sever Connection will cost 25 Devotion. Do you wish to proceed? Yes/No


  He chose Yes and rapidly confirmed the choice.


  Of course his hope was that She would dissipate into a blob of smoldering acidic death, but he couldn’t be that lucky. Of course not. He hadn’t gotten Diamonds up to Expert and beyond.


  He was totally, completely, and utterly unprepared for what actually happened.


  For one thing, everything reverted back to its original state. The cottages were little more than ragged, drafty tents with mounds of dirt for beds and thin blankets. Other buildings were just lumps of stones with sticks and mud holding them together.


  He didn’t look over toward the livestock pens. He had no will to see what they’d been putting into the stews and gruel over the last two weeks. No, no, no, a thousand times no.


  As for the temple, it was no longer a temple, but simply the Wind Runner moored with a number of taut ropes and the cargo hold open, where the bow now sported large cargo doors. They’d literally been using the lower decks of the ship to preach sermons… and have a fucking orgy.


  He made a mental note to have Lucy and Jezebel thoroughly scrub the cargo hold.


  He also, and this was interesting, had his character sheet back. He was once again a Sorcerer/Bard with a deck of almost twenty cards, though he’d never used the Bard abilities at all yet. His stats were back, still far higher than they otherwise should be, and Harem Laird to fuel free xp through the more pleasurable activities he got up to. He had a zillion system messages, and no time to look through any of them.


  Now, to turn his attention to the matter at hand…


  The goddess wasn’t taking her rejection well. She screamed out and turned into a whirlwind of thrashing tentacles, first tearing most of the tents out of the ground and flinging them far away. Bodies went tumbling, and in one case, flying. Anything her tentacles touched began to burn.


  “Ash!” she screamed. “Ashley Daniel Wilkerson, bow before me and beg forgiveness for this transgression this instant! I may yet let you live.”


  His Staves, Expert level 9, told him this was Fallen Goddess, Expert difficulty. The following information appeared:


  *all demons are immune to unholy and fire damage


  *all demons take half damage from most sources


  *all demons take full damage from elemental ice sources


  *all demons and infernal beings take double damage from holy and radiant sources


  *Truth in Appearances, Impenetrable Mind, and Minor Immunity grant you bonuses against Fallen Goddess: You and your cohort are immune to psychic attacks, empathic attacks, and unholy attacks by this creature.


  *Sever Connection severely limits and drains the Devotion and Belief this creature has access to. This creature may not regain Devotion or Belief through its avatar.


  *demons typically deal fire or unholy damage through attacks


  *this creature is a shapeshifter, ooze type


  *Increasing your Staves skill will increase the amount of information available when studying enemies.


  He tried to soak up this information from his much-higher-level Staves skill, but he suddenly realized he’d forgotten something crucial.


  Waffles!


  Waffles was somewhere in the ship, and had been trapped for all these days, or… he was trapped in the central statue where Devotion accumulated. A shudder of revulsion went through him, because She was near the statue. It had already sustained several acidic tentacle lashings, and though other things had burst into flame not far away, the stone statue of Ash and Waffles wouldn’t burn.


  It would, however, lose its head. Since it was crudely fashioned, the Ash over there did in fact find itself the victim of a vile decapitation quite suddenly.


  Killing this thing would save Waffles, but it was an Expert level threat and he was barely Journeyman.


  Ash took off, making his way in a large circle where he could best avoid all the insanity going on near the center of the clearing. For the moment, aside from people screaming in pain, screaming while running away, or screaming in panic, it didn’t seem the goddess was focused on anything in particular. She was screaming his name over and over again, but aside from that, all her attacks went out randomly. Bushes were torn, burning, out of the ground, as were the remaining stumps they hadn’t chopped down to harvest for the wood. Rocks were thrashed and torn up too, burning with hissing acid before being flung away. And the statue continued to be cut away.


  He dove into Wind Runner, looking for Waffles, but not finding him there. He tried to tell himself that the pup was a magical construct that could be reanimated in the event of being destroyed, but it didn’t take. He was manic at the idea of Waffles being trapped in the statue and therefore in dire peril. Although he had only had his best boy for two weeks before this insane cult thing, he’d grown as attached as John Wick. If only he had assassin skills to match.


  He couldn’t find anything. The ship had nothing except the luck of being far away from the tentacle demon.


  No… there it was.


  “You,” he said, and spotted Rachel.


  The gorgeous raven-haired girl lay naked in the lower deck, in a small compartment, and cracked bleary eyes to peer up at him when he pried the door open.


  They’d forced her out of his mind for over a week.


  “You’re the cause of this shit,” he said.


  “I… no!”


  “We wouldn’t be here in this situation if not for you.”


  “I was just a… wifi router,” she said. “It used me.”


  As proof of that, a thin black tendril wrapped around her throat, and speared into her spine in several places.


  He couldn’t detect a lie here.


  Sever Connection will cost 10 Devotion. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N


  He chose Yes and lashed out against the black stuff. Rachel made a strangled cry and fell forward, while the black stuff crumpled into something like dust, and froze into a substance that appeared to be charcoal. Bits of it snapped off under its own weight, and Ash wrenched the girl away from it so it wouldn’t touch her.


  “The goddess is out there,” he said, and gave her a quick sketch of what had happened. “You’re going to help or I’m going to kill you.” After that, if she really was untainted by the demonic influence that had ravaged his life for the last… days, they could go their separate ways.


  “You need clerics,” she said. “Holy damage, holy effects.”


  Meaning he had to rely on Ashley? She was supposed to be a healer, and no more.


  “And what if my Cleric doesn’t have the abilities she needs?”


  Rachel shook her head. “You need an army of clerics. Only a massive concentration of Belief can destroy it, or at least seal it away.”


  “And you know this… how?” He was hoping she had used the capital B form of the word Belief, because he had tons of that.


  She stared at him for a second. “I… was a demon thing. I’m not anymore!” Then she glanced down at herself. “Could I have some clothes, please?”


  ***


  Several moments later Rachel was pulling on a shirt that was far too large for her, and Ash was outside. “I want that thing to die,” he told himself, over and over again. “I want that thing to die right this moment.” Trying to make himself believe it. But, like, he needed to Believe it, with a capital B.


  Half his statue had been carved apart, but remarkably the Waffles part was still sitting resolute and adorable, like a good doggo, tongue lolling happily despite the danger.


  Everything was on fire. Bushes, trees, buildings, such that they were. All of them burned. If they didn’t, they’d been cut to pieces and were collapsing.


  “I want that thing to die,” he breathed.


  Purifying Orb erupted into his inventory, and directly afterwards, another Cleric spell called Divinity’s Oubliette. Both were Double Rare and shone with holographic power. Holographic cards, so far as he understood, had a higher effect in some way: longer range, more damage, better duration, or lowered mana cost. These cards joined another Purifying Orb, a Searing Lance, and a Heaven’s Manacles.


  Shit. These were all Cleric restricted cards, though Searing Lance was Cleric, Paladin or Wizard. Purifying Orb could go to a Druid, Paladin or Cleric.


  Leaving him with three choices. One, he could give these to Ashley and support her in combat. This had obvious problems. She could die. She was the least capable person in the party, and that was counting Rachel, who’d successfully bamboozled them all into establishing a demon cult, or Lucifer, who was only in this for the furry sex. Second, he could give Purifying Orb to Lucifer and the rest to Ashley, and hope that together these Amateurs could handle an Expert demon. He’d have to hope Lucifer hadn’t pulled an Ashley and filled his deck with useless bullshit, and the two Purifying Orbs didn’t appear every five minutes. Giving them all to Ashley would ensure she’d always have a card handy that could damage the demon.


  Three, he could pull a magic items shop. That would involve killing himself, doing a full respec, making himself into a cleric, and fighting the goddamn thing. It would hinge on him having enough cards, mana, and power to take on the Expert threat all by himself. That wasn’t something he was confident in doing.


  Also, the last time he’d been in tutorial space with Guide, it had all been a lie. Not only that, but he was getting less tutorial allowance every time he went in. It was possible he killed himself, only had a few minutes to get his character in order, then got killed again by the demon before he did significant damage.


  None of these were super appealing, but the main bonus of having a high Clever was that all these thoughts careened through his mind in supersonic speed, and he was nearing Ashley’s position after only a handful of seconds.


  He decided that option two was probably best. If he couldn’t trust either Lucifer or Ashley individually, maybe one of them would surprise him.


  Also he’d changed his mantra. “I want to kill this thing,” he commanded.


  He found Ashley and Evie cowering behind the remains of the Stonemason’s building, with about a dozen other Followers. The word ‘building’ wasn’t really apt here, since most of it had been sheared off and one of the walls had fallen in after the ceiling had been catapulted some distance away. Handing the cards to Evie, he stared hard at her.


  “We need to be ready to use these against her like now,” he said, and sprinted away.


  “Hey, why didn’t you give them to me?” Ashley shouted at his back.


  “I want to kill this thing,” he muttered again, while in the background the puddle of demon stuff continued to shout for him. Most of the thrashing seemed to be over, and the goop was trying to form itself back into the towering form of a woman, but bits of it kept succumbing to gravity and plopping to the ground, where they were reabsorbed


  Lucifer and Jezebel were hunkered behind the statue’s currently hissing and dissolving upper half, cradling a bawling Damien and staring in horror at Ash’s mother. 


  Jessica Wilkerson had a nasty burn down her cheek, neck, and down her entire arm. Ash shoved the Purifying Orb cards into Lucifer’s hands, told him what needed to happen in about one minute, hefted his mother over his shoulder, and ran right back.


  “This doesn’t have to continue,” the demon said.


  Ash slid in on his knees and offered up his mother to Ashley.


  “Holy shit!” Evie squeaked.


  “Deliver Ashley Wilkerson to me,” the demon said. “The suffering will cease. Ashley is the only one I want. Fail to deliver him, and I will end all of you in the most painful ways imaginable.”


  “What’s the big idea giving Evie… oh.” Ashley mentally brought up her spells. Staves was allowing him to see the icons and spell names beneath the icons before her, and hesitated. She didn’t know her new cleric abilities well enough yet. Finally she stabbed one of the icons and sent healing magic coursing through Ashley’s mother.


  The action did not exactly fill him with confidence that this demon could be taken down.


  He now had Celestial Burst, a non-specific caster double rare and holographic foil card, full art. He was also down another 25 Belief from his total. This spell dealt something called ‘radiant damage’ which he had to guess was similar to holy, and would work against the demon, because his stored Belief was literally manifesting the cards for the job. It was a very high mana cost, unfortunately, meaning he couldn’t just throw out several of them in quick succession… and also there was only the one in his deck. It was an area spell, meaning he’d have to get in close for the sphere of radiant damage to explode out of his body like a grenade. It was a last ditch sort of spell, and that meant he was presently muttering to himself in order to try to create another one. Hopefully a different and better one.


  This would work. He had to believe it would.


  “This is your last warning,” the demon said. Ash didn’t know it yet, but it had regained its form after a pretty spectacular temper tantrum.


  When Ash turned his attention from his deck back to other pressing matters, he found dozens of eyes staring at him. Hungrily.


  “Don’t,” he told them, in what he hoped was a sufficiently intimidating display using his Clubs and Fierce. Then, to Ashley, “Are you ready to kill a demon?”


  Eyes wide and shivering with fear, Ashley nodded.


  

   
  




  27- Getting Slapped Dozens of Times


  He bolted out of the cover with over a dozen Followers on his six, ready to serve him up to their demonic master. He quickly threw Solar Shot into his deck without knowing what it did, then immediately cast it at the towering black abomination. He was also bellowing a war cry that hopefully let Lucifer and Jezebel know the time was now.


  Solar Shot sent a pulse of bright white light at the thing, and it bellowed in surprise and pain.


  In the next round, he had four options, and chose Rejuvenating Aura over Arcane Lance. Although none of his allies were around, and none of them could help in the current fight save for Ashley, he needed all the mana he could get. A soothing blue water drop fell onto the ground at his feet and spread out a bluish glow that spread in all directions, sticking with him as he went.


  Not far off, Ashley and Lucifer commenced their attack. If there was a single shred of luck to be had in this whole debacle, it was that Evie was with Ashley, and directing her the whole time. Ash could hear her, in between firing off mostly ineffectual shots at the demon, telling Ashley which spell to cast, and when to get to cover.


  One of the Followers careened into him but deflected off when he succeeded a Spades (Tough) check. This did cause him a delay in choosing his next ability, but three of them were Bard abilities he didn’t care to use right now. On the other hand, Little Ditty did improve Lucky and Diamonds for all allies for the duration of the battle. He chose that one.


  And, to the tune of an oldies song he’d heard his dad listen to a lot, the words came out of his face: “Underneath the stars, where shadows dance so pretty, cast a charm with grace, let's call it Little Ditty.”


  And honest to God, a burst of music appeared from nowhere, the strumming of a guitar. Golden plusses, tiny but detectable, hovered around his feet and drifted upwards for a short time before fading out.


  This had cost him just a couple of Stamina, but mostly it shocked him enough to lose his footing and pace. Two more Followers tackled him, and a third piled on.


  So much for good luck.


  Farther off, Lucifer screamed in pain, which wasn’t a good sign, and he caught a hint of motion: Evie and Ashley headed over to render healing aid. Shit.


  A roar of anger came right on the heels of him getting bowled over, and a large amount of burning black stuff flew right over where he’d been. One of the Followers on him began screaming as their flesh was melted off by the demonic force.


  So maybe the luck did work.


  “Jury’s still out,” he told them, and pointed his hand at the towering female-shaped thing. He chose Arcane Lance this time and smiled ruefully at the bitch who’d lied to him.


  The mana rushed to his hand and out into a literal lance of crackling purple energy that raced forward and struck the being in the shoulder. It was rocked back and goo went flying out, but the shoulder reformed without trouble.


  Its health bar didn’t even move.


  “Aww come on!” he shouted.


  One of the Followers bit him. Teeth sank into his flesh and he screamed out after losing the 4 hp, then put on Dragon’s Blood so he could get the armored scales from Dragonscale sooner rather than later. It wasn’t until later that he realized each attack would also grant him a copy of Fireball in his action deck, temporarily.


  Throwing two of them off, he tried to get to his feet, only to have three more land on him. Several punches landed, each for a single point of damage, but more importantly the UI announced that he was dog-piled.


  The dog-piled condition includes the immobilized condition. You will not be able to move, use certain abilities, or target cast certain spells until you are free.


  And he’d just drawn Celestial Burst, too. The icon for Celestial Burst was active, but he was not even remotely close enough to cast it to any effect against His Lady of Unholy Goop. The other two Bard abilities were grayed out and unavailable. Ash attempted to move and will himself out with pure strength, but nothing happened except he took another couple of damage from being punched and kicked.


  He needed out of this right this second.


  Ash gritted his teeth, succeeded a Fierce (Spades) check and cast Tsunami. Out of nowhere, a tidal wave splashed against all the Followers, sweeping all but one away from him. The girl he’d ‘saved’ on his first trek through the never ending forest sequence was shrieking at him, calling him all sorts of names, clawing and raking at him, and dealing 1-2 damage per attack. Every attack sent Dragonscale and Fireball into his action deck, which was actually a bad thing in this case.


  Ash tried to ignore her, but she was messing up his spell choices. Already two of the four he got for his next action were Fireball and Dragonscale. He activated Dragonscale and felt the mana solidify under his skin, giving him literal scales of a dragon as a chest plate, growing his skin into metallic scales. Admittedly, they were smaller than actual dragon scales, but they also grew up in a pair of bracers around his forearms. The next time she punched him, she burned her fist on the hot scales, and he took no damage due to the armor.


  Dragonscale


  Rare, Spell


  Use moderate mana to grow protective dragon’s scales over the torso, abdomen, forearms and shins. The scales are typical red dragon scales.


  Scales provide the following protection: +50% fire resistance, negates the first 15 points of blunt damage on any attack, negates the first 8 points of piercing or slashing damage on any attack. Contact deals 3-8 fire damage per round. Unarmored areas gain half these bonuses.


  Lasts 1 minute.


  Now free of the dog pile, and one annoying mosquito bent on sucking his blood, he charged towards the demon.


  “There he is,” the demoness hissed. “Come beg forgiveness from your goddess?”


  “Not a chance,” he growled, and cursed his luck again. He’d drawn 2 copies of Fireball, one War Drums, which required 3 rounds of continued non-attack, and Elemental Barrier.


  He activated Elemental Barrier, which he hadn’t had the pleasure of using before. He was pleased to see a dome of water surround him, crystallize rapidly into frost, the dome brick up with clods of earth, and then the whole thing disappear in a flashy burst of yellow flame.


  A large puddle of what looked like pudding slammed into the barrier a second later, as he was selecting his next spell, and spread out over a good portion of the dome. It gave him the second of time he needed to dodge aside before the next bit of demon stuff shoved its way through the already-destroyed barrier and right through the place where he’d been standing.


  “Stand still, little heretic,” she cooed.


  WIth the choice between Improved Telekinesis, Fireball, Dragon’s Blood, and Sorcerer’s Blood, he went with the Sorcerer’s Blood.


  Sorcerer’s Blood


  Rare, Spell (Buff)


  The mana in your blood is much more potent for a short time. Your mana regeneration rate is doubled, spell damage minimums are increased by 200%, spell damage maximums are increased by 50%, and spell potency is increased by 100%.


  Duration: 1 minute. Cost: Moderate Mana. Cooldown: 1 minutes.


  This card is part of a set. Add Sorcerer’s Blood and Dragon’s Blood to your action deck. Completed set bonus: minimums are increased by 500% and maximums by 200% instead.


  He hadn’t been able to use this before now, but had read up on it during his spare time, and knew it was exactly what he needed right at this moment. Although he could have tried to use Improved Telekinesis to fling the goddess away, he thought it wouldn’t work, and would be more like grabbing up and throwing a handful of mud. Also, flinging rocks and trees at her would probably have the same effect as bringing down a mountain with a shovel.


  The goddess rammed another part of Her holy self at him, while simultaneously taking some damage from Ashley, but Her health bar was still completely full. She maybe looked a little smaller than before.


  The attack glanced off his shoulder armor but dealt him 13 fire damage, and most importantly, knocked him off his feet. He’d been in the middle of charging Her, but was thrown onto his back and landed hard.


  He ended up with the prone and the winded conditions, though the UI informed him that his Tough and Clubs had allowed him to knock the duration of winded down to only one round. His four card choices vanished while he tried to catch his breath, and he sprang up just in time to avoid another attack.


  She was smaller now. Balls and arrows of light were flying into her from a ways off, and were causing her to bellow in rage. The whole clearing was on fire, bellowing smoke up into the sky, stinging his eyes.


  When his spell options reappeared, three of them were Fireballs. The last was his holy hand grenade… or so he hoped.


  He had realized when starting this whole apocalypse situation that he could, if needed, just wait on spell choice. It was like holding your action in an RPG. The enemy could still attack you, but you could move around, bob and weave, and unless you were hit and winded, you had the same choices until you made the choice.


  He pelted towards Her, throwing himself to the ground and then rolling aside, popping up again, juking and weaving, while the goddess roared in impotent fury and attacked over and over.


  When She finally hit him, he took the glob of blackness full in the chest, and felt the burning, acidic impact of the demon stuff trying to force its way past the scales.


  A voice came from within the featureless, flowing head appendage. “Now, little pretender, you are mine.”


  “Not… yet…” he growled. He’d lost 21 hit points and could stand to lose more, though the acid damage was unholy rather than fire, and was working fast.


  You are being disintegrated. You will suffer 12 damage per round for 14 rounds once the source of the unholy damage is severed. The duration will increase as your exposure increases.


  He lost another 20 in fire damage, and suffered 12 more damage from the acid, but leapt aside and rolled toward her. The appendage that had been pushing him back didn’t detach, but kept a firm hold, though it seemed only to want to push him back and away from itself, or yank him forward.


  Finally, he felt he was close enough, and detonated his Celestial Burst.


  Celestial Burst


  Double Rare, holo-foil, Spell


  Explode an area of 5 meters in all directions away from you with 15-50 radiant damage. Cost: Very High Mana. Cooldown: 30 seconds.


  *Your spells are under the influence of Sorcerer’s Blood. Actual damage output is 75-100 damage.


  It was like being on the inside of a bomb. The amount of mana needed for this was nearly half of his entire pool, but the results spoke for themselves. The entire blob of stuff holding onto him and reeling him in disintegrated and went ashy, just as the tendril holding Rachel had. As the orb of white light shot out of his chest and face, zipping over his arms, he felt empowered, like he was the sun and he could fuse elements inside him. He could shine on plants and cause them to grow. He was amazing.


  The rushing, expanding soap bubble of radiant light washed over Her, and when it was done, it looked like the statues of those two huge dogs in Ghostbusters: baked into a thick ceramic.


  He was still taking acid damage, so he cast Dragonscale again to re-up the damage reduction effects and dashed over to where Ashley and Lucifer were still slinging spells.


  “I need heals—”


  The hardened form of the goddess exploded outwards.


  “Enough!” She screamed. “You are mine. A broken contract means your soul, Ashley Wilkerson.”


  The blobby black thing no longer tried to keep itself constrained in human form, but instead leapt and hurtled toward them as nothing but a mass without form. It bellowed in its rage, send out pseudopod after pseudopod, and really picked up speed. Ash didn’t have time to ask for healing before he was dragging Evie and Ashley aside.


  The monster barreled through and obliterated the cover they’d been using, and the last few trees in the clearing. These were already on fire, but were shoved aside so it looked as though a meteor had landed nearby.


  Ash was fading, and went to produce one of the healing potion cards he had left. These were mythic rarity and healed up thousands upon thousands of hit points, but he was dying and needed—


  An attack got him in the shoulder again and caused him to lose hold of the card, which had just turned into a potion. It went flying, and if there was any luck in this world, it was that the potion went end over end several times, bounced off a burning tree, spun to a stop, and didn’t shatter in all that time.


  “Heal—” he said, and the last of his health was gone, and the world went black.


  ***


  When he came to, it was staring up at a huge blob of black… which wasn’t moving. The whole thing was suspended in the air above his head, hardened into charcoal but poised to deliver the killing blow, like a cobra just before striking.


  “What… happened?”


  Evie’s face appeared over his. “I don’t know if you know this, but I have a healing shot,” she told him.


  “I did not… but now I do.”


  “Ashley’s good at a lot of things, and most of them are bedroom things.”


  He smiled weakly, and chuckled.


  “Anyway I shot you full of healing energy, which only helped keep you alive for maybe 10 seconds. You were disintegrating… it was gross. Then Ashley and Lucy had the thing dead and she healed you.”


  He turned his head to find Ashley absolutely sobbing her eyes out, hands covering her face.


  “Babe?” he asked weakly.


  She leaped toward him and slapped his shoulder, tears causing makeup to run down her face. “You idiot!” She slapped him again and again, face a mask of misery. “Why did you run in and attack that thing? Lucifer and I were doing it.”


  It would have blobbed over to them and killed them. Instead he remained silent, which was probably the smarter move.


  She kept slapping. “You’re not allowed to die, idiot. Big… dumb… idiot.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind for next time, when a demonic pudding is trying to kill me.”


  

   
  




  28- A Monumental Quest Update


  Ash couldn’t quite believe the thing that had come ‘down from heaven’ to slaughter him and required basically all of his resources collected over the course of several days was just… gone.


  Evie and Ashley fussed over him, smoothing out his grimy hair, touching his cheeks, patting his body to see if he was still alive, and he soon discovered Evie was straddling one of his legs, pressing herself against his thigh and slowly humping forward and back. She was quite warm down there.


  “We thought you were dead,” Evie said, with a hint of what he would soon find was horniness. “He’s not in any danger anymore, right?”


  “He’s no longer bleeding, disintegrating, concussed, stunned, unconscious, or any other conditions,” Ashley replied. “I purified all that stuff away… even the bleeding, which took a lot of mana.”


  “Who did we lose?” he croaked. “Mizu and Netsu? Where are they?”


  Mizu and Netsu’s heads popped up over Ashley and Evie’s, staring at him in something like awe.


  “What about Heather?”


  “She’s with your friends and their kid right now,” Mizu said.


  “And my mother?”


  Their shared glances told him something had happened.


  “Did she dissolve into a puddle of demon goop or something?”


  The looks he got told him that was not far off. It was good, ultimately. This meant his father hadn’t been killed by the demon when he didn’t accede to its demands, before it died. The thing he’d interacted with who’d seemed like his mother wasn’t really her. Thank heavens.


  She sure had seemed like this mother, but…


  “It’s fine,” he said, and explained that they were still out there. His Quest Log still listed that both of them were somewhere out there, and the little compass appeared, showing him that they were still somewhere out northeast.


  “Waffles?”


  They all stared at him. After rolling his eyes, he went to the statue and blasted it with Force Missiles, and out came his goodest boy. The sweet, innocent golden retriever bounded up to him as if nothing had happened, and he allowed himself to be jumped on, have his face licked, and then took the opportunity to scratch Waffles behind the ears.


  “Almost twenty of the others died though,” Netsu added.


  “I heard Lucifer…” he said.


  “The tentacle got him but Ashley saved him,” Evie said, and his girlfriend (first girlfriend) looked abashed.


  “Did you indeed?”


  She couldn’t meet his eyes, and muttered a quick, “Shut up.” This was her way of saying ‘yes I saved your best friend even though I hate him and his super sexy wife, now shut your hole or maybe I won’t do it again.’


  “Great.” He got up shakily, despite protests, and was soon stopped from falling by getting hugged from four different directions.


  Mizu and Netsu were back to being naiadic and volcashic once again, which was pretty great. Mizu seemed even squishier than she had been, as did Netsu. Both were nude, creating ‘clothes’ out of their own bodies automatically made of differently colored water, or in Netsu’s case, armored plating made of black stone. Evie was her same short, brown, orange-haired self, and Ashley was still the curvy little half-elf half-nellwyn with bubblegum pink hair and the absolutely outlandish breasts.


  These were the four women pressed up against him. He allowed himself just a few moments of enjoyment before breaking away from them. All the consequences of the past two weeks were going to come due, and soon, but he wasn’t about to face them right now. Waffles trotted along after him.


  The first order of business was to squeeze Ashley’s hand, pull up his spells, and fling the large pile of charcoal against the root system of an overturned tree. It shattered, disgorging a demonic entity the size of a Labrador retriever, which immediately barreled toward him, showing a full health bar. He hit it with Solar Shot and stopped its forward momentum entirely.


  It then shook itself, hard, like a dog getting out of the water, but then sped toward him again.


  “Come on,” he muttered to himself.


  “Ash!” Several shrieks sounded from nearby.


  None of the spells that came up were Celestial Burst, and apparently they were in ‘snap decision’ time because his action deck only drew four cards for him.


  “Come on, babe,” he muttered again.


  Nothing.


  He engaged Improved Telekinesis, picked the thing up, then slammed it back down to the burned and scorched ground.


  “Come on, babe,” he called.


  “Ash! Ash!” she was screaming, in a complete panic.


  The next draw was composed of three Bard abilities and Tsunami, so he slammed a wall of water into the thing, which had shrunk a bit but hadn’t stopped coming.


  “Come on, babe!” he screamed now.


  It wasn’t until the next draw that he finally saw Celestial Burst appear, and what remained of the demon was inches from his face.


  The whole thing disintegrated in the flash of radiant like that flooded the area.


  Congratulations! You have defeated Fallen Goddess!


  Four cards appeared out of the air where the demonic blob had been destroyed. They ended up being one for a druid, one for a barbarian, 3,000 coins, and an Uncut Diamond.


  After combining two uncut diamonds into a Polished Diamond, he turned his glare very slowly on Ashley, who stood staring at him in mute horror. Tears had brimmed in her eyes, and she was shaking. If it was any tiny bit of consolation, the other three seemed to understand his fury.


  “Gather up all the former followers. We leave in half an hour,” he told them, and stalked off.


  ***


  Behind the ship’s wheel helped to calm his anger over Ashley’s near-complete uselessness. He hadn’t been able to watch her during the battle with the Fallen Goddess, but got the impression from the twins that Evie had coached her at basically every turn. That might work once, but when things got really serious, he would need Evie to do her thing.


  “She’s really sorry,” Evie offered lamely.


  He was unmoved. “I’m sure she is.”


  “So…”


  “I need her capable, not sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think we’d need a holy warrior who could handle fighting fucking demons, but that’s the problem we have now, and sorry can’t cut it. We’re all going to die if she can’t heal when we need it, or choose the spells to fight off devils and demons and the unholy when that time comes.”


  Evie flinched away like he’d slapped her. He felt bad for it, but she’d disappeared below decks before he could offer up a lame apology. 


  And suffered a negative point of Relationship status, but only one. So be it, he thought. Although he didn’t love it, there was nothing to be done for it.


  The group couldn’t afford to have a crutch, and especially not the healer. He didn’t care who was the healer, they needed one. Thanks to his Belief expenditures, they had decent demon-fighting cards, which was important, since they had a whole lot of fuckery to undo. That meant Ashley needed to be not just equipped with powerful cards, but ready to tackle unholy opponents. He’d gone through four ‘dungeons’ to collect Followers, and that meant four sites infected with the unholy scourge, and all four were directly his fault.


  He checked on his Quest Log.


  Quest: Will of the Divine. You have been tasked by the clerical order and become a divine conduit through which their will may be done. That will is to eradicate any demonic incursion into this world by He Who Slumbers and all who carry His vile mark.


  Obtain the method by which the taint of He Who Slumbers may be severed and banished. 1/1


  Decipher the method of severing and banishing. 0/1


  Eradicate the taint of He Who Slumbers: 1/259


  Reward: +holy Achievement and associated boon, +1 class level, +random coin rewards, +holy item rewards, +reputation with the church, +further Quest options.


  Note: Quest rewards will increase, should the number of tainted likewise increase.


  Staring at the number, he started swearing, long and low and unceasing. Four would’ve been just fine, but over two hundred?


  But of course it was.


  This situation was kind of, but not really, but sort of, mostly, all his fucking fault. They should’ve stayed in town longer, should’ve leveled up the twins and the parents, and most especially Ashley.


  Wait… he realized that the two sub-requirements above the eradicate quest were new. Obtain the method of banishment and decipher the method were both interesting sentences with ramifications he was happy to look into. Apparently he now possessed the method, but couldn’t decipher it.


  A quick perusal of his inventory showed a copy of The Sleeper’s Scriptures, though the description read Incomplete Scriptures. Incomplete was just fine with him as long as this mysterious the method was somewhere in its pages. Once he’d produced the book and opened it, only one page fell out before he could get control of the mess of loose paper.


  The book was… it was the Necronomicon. The diagrams, the illustrations and the notes in the margins were all clearly infernal in nature. It was probably written in blood, judging by the dark maroon ink and the frequent illustrations of torture, death, dismemberment, and other delightful acts. Ash released a shaky breath, resisting an effort by the words to… turn him into a cultist.


  Your Cups (Attuned) has successfully resisted an attempt to take control of your mind!


  Even though hey couldn’t read the words, just looking at the images and the illuminated letters was enough. They moved, at least a little, because there was one of a goat-headed and goat-legged demon who turned to look directly out at him in between glances. Even though he’d succeeded the check, it still freaked him out a bit.


  The book was in a written language he’d never seen before and couldn’t even begin to read. He hated the look of the spiky, violent script, like it was trying to crawl off the page and stab him.


  Thus the second new sub-requirement. That made perfect sense now. Before they could eradicate the evil they’d need to know the way. Well, he was pretty sure he had lucked out with the addition of the intelligence officer Heather Zirennia from Nova Corridor.


  Ash burst into the mess a few minutes later to find a weeping Ashley being consoled by an unconvincing Evie, while the twins and Heather had a discussion at the other side of the room. “What happened with Rachel?”


  “The succubus demon?” Netsu asked darkly.


  “The one who poisoned all of us and made the whole last two weeks happen?” Heather asked, a hard edge to her tone.


  He advanced towards them, and immediately passed the book to Heather. “Yes, the one I personally saved twice for reasons you may not yet be aware of, the second time by severing her connection to the demon all together.”


  They all froze, and more than one abashed look passed between them.


  “Where is she?” he asked. The words carried remarkably well for being spoken quietly. “She had better be alive.” He’d worked far too hard on Rachel for her to die.


  “I convinced them to leave her in the brig,” Evie said.


  He found her in the brig he hadn’t really known the ship had, wrapped in nothing but a filthy blanket. Bruised and bloodied. She’d been crying, and tracks where the tears been cut through the grime and dirt coating the rest of her face.


  “Hey,” he said, with a whole lot more kindness than he’d shown Ashley.


  “What?”


  “You’re not hurt?” Staves told him this was the case. She was at very least, at full health. Right now anyway. This said nothing of her mental state. “You’re not hurt. How are you feeling?”


  “Your girlfriend spat on me,” she said. After another few moments, her shoulders sagged. “I can’t really blame her. All this happened because of me.”


  “Will you be joining my adventuring party?” he blurted.


  “What? Why would you think I have any interest in joining you?” She glanced around the brig, as if trying to figure out the reason. “Your people don’t want me around them. I don’t want to be with people who hate me.”


  “Well then, you’re sticking with me until we figure out this He Who Slumbers situation. You have intel and insight on the situation that will be helpful in the coming days.”


  “And what if I refuse?”


  He shrugged. “You lured all of us into a fake world that helped spread an evil god’s influence. If we were in a voting situation, they’d vote you dead. Luckily you have your Full Revive… right?”


  She stared at him, clearly trying not to give anything away. “Maybe.”


  Hearts, with the help of Clever, told him she was very nervous. He nearly told the UI it was giving him unnecessary information, until he realized that his boosted skills and attributes were giving him that realization without the need to spell it out, but the UI had clarified for purposes of helping him navigate the conversation.


  He smiled. “Okay. So if you don’t, you want to live, so you want to help me.  And even if you do, and you die here, then you don’t have a Full Revive in the future, so you’d want to help keep yourself alive as long as possible.” He shrugged. “I mean I guess you could count on respawning at whatever Save Point you were at last, but if you think I can’t use my abilities to find you after your respawning, you’d be thinking wrong. So I’ll just assume you don’t want me to kill you. Later we can discuss whether or not you’ll live in captivity and pay for what you did.”


  She’d begun to look more and more like a cornered animal as he laid out her options before her. She seized on his last statement, finally objecting to the idea that she’d serve a prison sentence. “I did what the fucking demon god forced me to do,” she spat. “That’s what you mean, right?”


  “It’s not me you have to convince,” he told her. “You and I both know the truth. It’s the others who will need to see you being helpful and cooperative.”


  She lapsed into pouting silence.


  “We have… a lot of work to do in the coming weeks.” Possibly too much work. “I’ll need all the help I can get. And since you share at least a little responsibility, I’d like your help. Especially if you have any ability to deal holy or radiant damage.”


  “I have a Rogue deck,” she said. “Specializing in sneaking, second story work, trap disarming. Useless to you.”


  “We’ll see what we can do,” he said. For this rogue, and with sneak attack damage, what he’d need… was a holy damage item. Or a radiant damage item. Something to empower her Rogue abilities with the ability to deal damage to the demons he had helped to spawn and spread.


  He sighed. If only the gem cards could be fitted into items like in Diabolus. It was an old game, from around the time no one had wifi, but he recalled gems being used to slot into weapons and armor, giving them different magic damage types and empowering armor with resistances. In Diabolus the gem slots had fitted several different qualities, like the cards here, but once you slotted one into a weapon or armor that was it. It was done. Unfortunately none of the armor cards or weapon cards—or even the magic weapons—had gem slots that he was aware of. These gem cards only listed the gem’s value in coins, like gems in Monsters & Murderhobos, the tabletop dice roleplaying game he’d played with Lucy just a few times before he and Jez moved out to California.


  “I’ll get you some clothes and have a talk with the girls.”


  When he went to turn and leave, she called after him.


  “Thank you,” she said quietly.


  He gave her a smile. “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “I still have to convince the girls not to murder you once I go to sleep.” Needing sleep was probably one of the only downsides to returning to this life. There was most likely a card to remedy that.


  

   
  




  Interlude V- Going All Expressionist


  Kayle wondered, during the forty-fifth or fifty-seventh time she took down a monster in the ant farm dungeon inside the Van Gogh painting that was Tellek’s room, why she was bothering. She said the words, moved her hands, channeled the mana, and speared several ogre-like creatures through the heart with a single bolt of arcing, piercing lightning. The spell disappeared from her mind. A nearly identical spell, which she could use from her Sorcerer action deck, she kept concealed for the eight millionth time.


  Or at least it felt like the eight millionth time.


  She’d given it her best shot. She’d showed him, the simplest and most intimate way possible, that the entire establishment that ran the multiverse was lying to him. She’d even, if she allowed herself a bit of an indulgence, rocked his fucking world. The look of absolute astonishment on his face as he came was something she would tuck away and keep. It wasn’t often you got a chance to royally scramble someone’s brain and fuck everything they thought they knew to be true.


  Clearly, being a one pump chump had done nothing for her. But she knew that men could adapt and learn, that he would have potential if he kept trying his best to figure out what worked and what didn’t, to get himself used to the notion. It might take a dozen, or hundred orgasms before he ever got into the rhythm of it and really gave it to her like she needed. But she had figured, in the moments leading up to her imprisonment, that he was teachable. People could change.


  And that belief was gone now, sacrificed under the furious backlash that had come over him in the moments following his orgasm. He hadn’t changed, he hadn’t learned, he’d only doubled down on the orthodoxy of an organization that didn’t give a shit about him. He hadn’t stopped licking the boots, but instead actively tromped the boots through mud in order to then lick them, just to show what a good boy he was.


  She was running on autopilot, though she had a very different concept of what that word meant. She had soared through purple skies on wings of materials of which humans had no concept. She had tunneled through the worlds in search of treasures undreamed of, using excavation methods and vehicles never used on earth. She’d conquered beasts the likes of which humans had only the barest of ideas about.


  Maybe in a month, or perhaps six, they would both die. This room would unravel. She knew this. In the meantime, she could continue to traverse this toy dungeon, killing off creatures, fiends, and other sentient beings trying to drink her spinal fluid.


  But what was the point?


  She didn’t know.


  She had signed up for this assignment years ago, seen the trigger go out as the Esotericum agents hastily put together Tellek’s reclamation team, and with no time to spare, had rocketed off into the space between worlds to stop him. And with the limited resources and skill available to her, she had indeed stopped them. Her job was done. She had succeeded.


  So why keep fighting?


  She skewered a creature posing as a series of floor tiles and slapped away panicked tentacles and the snapping mouth that suddenly appeared several feet away in a futile attempt to get her.


  But why? Why did do this, and why did she receive a pittance of experience in her attributes and skills, losing herself another memorized spell in the process? So that she could reach the lowest tier of the dungeon, and complete her made up quest to break through the ant farm’s clear impenetrable window that gave Tellek access to her progress? When she was out, what then?


  None of the creatures here had dropped reward cards powerful enough to get her out of this mess. The painting of the still life opposite her ant farm dungeon was in the process of going from an impressionist painting to an expressionist painting, and that couldn’t be a good sign. Now the skull seemed less of a study in pre-dawn light and more of a reminder of her own mortality. The chalice now seemed brittle and prone to slicing up the hand that grasped it. The ants were now swarming the orange and breaking it apart to feed on its inevitable demise. Even the cloth under the still life appeared like a mockery of her existence; blood red and almost liquid where the object sat on it.


  She hoped abstract expressionism didn’t follow this. She couldn’t handle a canvas with nothing more than vivid splotches of color.


  Maybe, maybe there was a way out she hadn’t considered yet. It seemed a faint thing, like putting your hopes on double zero at the roulette table. If she just worked through the problem a little more, analyzed things from another, undreamed of, totally different angle…


  “No,” she told herself. She hadn’t meant to speak, but the word came out.


  “What’s that now?” Tellek asked. He had been doing much the same as he always did: steepling his fingers together under his lips and nose. It gave him a piggish look, a ridiculous look, but now they’d fallen to his knees and he leaned forward toward her.


  There were no other angles. This situation had only so many variables. She was practically powerless compared to him. He had kept up the low grade suppression at all times, and she had mowed through hundreds of monsters, heading down through the toy dungeon. Thousands possibly.


  Variables were accounted for. Cot, desk, painting, dungeon. Tellek, Kayle. His much more powerful magic keeping her penned in, and her with only the meager Wizard spells she had, along with the hidden Sorcerer spells. Aside from those, she had nothing. Nothing more to account for, nothing more to consider.


  Without more mana, without him relaxing his vigilance, there was no way to overpower him. Her gambit had failed. The turtle appeared to briefly poke its snout out of its shell of denial and see the sunlight of reality, and pleasure, but then had disappeared back there once he had finished.


  “You spoke,” he said. “You never speak in the dungeon.”


  She wanted to flick him a rude gesture from either of their realities, probably his, but if there was any latent spark of reality still dormant within him, percolating, she didn’t want to kill it. It took all her self control not to lash out, scream obscenities from a thousand different languages at him.


  “I tire of this,” she said. “You should kill me and be done with it.”


  But he wouldn’t, for reasons she’d already gone over in her mind ten thousand times.


  The ghostly form of an undead eye killer came shrieking out of the darkness and Kayle retreated back up several levels. She sighed. Even with the spells she had available she couldn’t kill that and make it all the way back up to her bedroom retreat.


  “Simply confess to all your crimes, and name your associates, and I offer you a quick and painless death.”


  “Don’t sweeten the pot too much,” she muttered.


  “They left you to die,” he countered. “What allegiance do you owe them?”


  “We’ve been through this no less than ninety-one times,” she said. Her Clever was high enough that her recall of these events was perfect, or near perfect.


  “What will it take for you to give them up, hmm? Protection and a new identity? I could give you the body of one of the wretches on that new planet you muddled up.”


  She shook her head. “They would know.” This was true. One of the first thing the Resistance had done, after teaching her the simple spells for inducing even more pleasure, was an automatic notifier curse. If she betrayed them, her only recourse was death… or to live out the rest of her days in an extra dimensional space like this. And even then, she couldn’t be sure. It was possible the curse would manifest and travel out through her feet, into the aether, and into any reality with a high ranking Resistance member. She hadn’t asked, but instead accepted the inevitable once she’d had her first of hundreds… thousands of passionate embraces with the people she came to love.


  And this was on top of the other spells they’d cast in preparation for her to live among the enemy. She literally couldn’t betray the secrets, not without nearly killing herself in the attempt.


  “Who would know?” They would. They would know and they would come for her.


  “We are not doing this,” she repeated. “I won’t betray them.”


  “Then what are you doing?”


  She stared at the dungeon before her, and kept her eyes from flicking to where she’d loosened the glass from the rest of the ant farm. He couldn’t read her mind, or he’d have shut her efforts down ages ago. Or… he knew what she was doing and had simply been laughing at her pathetic efforts to free herself the whole time.


  “Just give up,” he told her.


  “Funny, I was about to tell you the same.” She eyed him sidelong while climbing the stairs slowly. Every step felt heavier now, like all her fears had gained her ten or twenty kilograms and had settled in her legs. “I thought awakening you to reality would—”


  “You did no such thing!” he bellowed with such suddenness and ferocity that she flinched. She thought that was it, that she would soon be fighting an actual flood of monsters, and face down her actual death. She froze in the midst of retreating back up the stairs to the next level.


  When that didn’t happen for one, then two, and five seconds, she continued in her sullen ascent toward the little apartment space she’d claimed. She took this time to once again review the cards in her inventory. Several days ago she had stumbled upon a Deck Erector, something that spawned reward cards at random every so often. In this case, once an hour. It would slowly ramp up in frequency and rarity if, and only if she could spawn another Deck Erector. Until that happened, it mostly spawned cards that were useless to her: coins, gems, consumable experience cards, abilities of all different classes, and this included consumable and permanent action deck cards. She took advantage of the forays into combat and the profusion of cards to throw out everything that wasn’t Sorcerer or Wizard, and even most that were. This would focus the Deck Erector on replicating what she really needed, since it worked with what you had, though sometimes it was unpredictable, still spitting out a Cleric, Paladin or Artificer card at random. Other times it created items. So far she had practically nothing she could reliably use, and certainly nothing that would grant her an edge against Tellek if she did escape.


  Although she hated to admit it, she was fascinated by the Deck Erector. Although she never used the other cards that randomly appeared, be they class or item, all of them were theoretically useful to her. An Artificer card that helped construct items from the bits of corpses of monsters, or a Cleric ability that healed her many minor injuries. Items for comfort and better sleep, quieter steps, resistance to the types of monsters she was facing on the regular, and finding secrets or traps. Nothing she’d gotten so far was strictly speaking useless, assuming she was willing to replace her action deck of high level spells with commons that would get her killed on the second or third level of the dungeon. The card had a sort of sentience to it that she hadn’t appreciated before now.


  While she climbed, and occasionally killed off a monster with stats far lower than hers with a lightning-fast punch, well-timed kick, or low level spell still in her memory banks, Kayle considered whether Deck Erector would give her the advantage she needed to overpower Tellek before either he lost patience, or the whole charade imploded and left her as nothing more than atoms floating in the void. She didn’t have a lot of hope the card generator was going to come through, not with the class of spells she needed. It would take the right masterpiece, or several of the right mythics to do the trick.


  Her time was running out.


  

   
  




  29- Ask After The Answers


  For now though he headed back up above decks to find a specific someone. It didn’t take long to spot Evie in the crow’s nest, nod at her, then nod over towards the captain’s quarters. Her brow furrowed in confusion for a moment before she attached a gadget to the crow’s nest and jumped down… the thing on her belt slowed her descent down to the decks.


  As soon as she got into the cabin he had her back against the wall and was staring down at her, each hand pinned at the wrist.


  “Oh,” she said. “Already?”


  Already indeed. Either the brush with death, the way she’d been wantonly grinding on his leg, or his pent up frustration over several different unsolvable problems had his blood up. Her height being what it was, he slowly pressed it against her chest and watched as her eyes bugged out in surprise and lust.


  “What about Ashley?” she asked.


  Instead of responding he simply ground himself down, and then back up. She groaned in response, watching as the tent in his pants came within inches of her mouth.


  “I don’t know if Ashley—”


  She didn’t get far before he bent, picked her up, and kissed her neck. Her being a nellwyn, she didn’t weigh much more than twenty-five or thirty kilograms, and regardless of that, his Fierce was somewhere in the realm of peak human physicality.


  “I want it,” she managed in between moaning. “I want you to fuck me so bad.”


  “I know you do,” he growled. “But for now you’re just getting teased.”


  He placed her on the bed and ignored her questions, instead removing the buckles and straps holding her overalls in place, and unbuckling her tool belt. She arched her back and helped him remove everything, leaving her smooth and strong body open to his gaze.


  “Ash?” She asked, trembling some.


  Instead of answering, he massaged her calves and thighs, squeezing and kneading her flesh until his face came up even with first her feet. The kissing and licking started there.


  “Are you… ohhh…” She couldn’t finish the question because his seeking hands had found their way to the junction of her thighs. She humped up into his hands, she kneaded her breasts and pinched her nipples, all while he kissed his way further and further up.


  “Why are…” He didn’t let her finish that sentence either, but instead licked his way up her inner thigh. That caused one of her hands to drift down to his head and clench a fistful of hair. She groaned passionately.


  “I need to know—“


  He went directly to her center, licking from her pussy up to her clit, where he found it by her stiffening, and went to work finding the best way to get her to lose her fucking mind.


  He was rewarded after a good minute of experimenting by the way she bucked and groaned. Ashley had always needed a specific angle when being eaten, and wasn’t shy about letting him know exactly what he needed to do, so he figured it was just a matter of finding it with Evie. He wasn’t wrong.


  Evie had a spot on her insides that required massage with his finger, while he slurped at the little nubbin of flesh. It only took another two minutes of that before she called out his name and clenched both hands into his hair so he wouldn’t stop. She came hard, bucking for over thirty seconds before collapsing back onto the captain’s bed.


  “What did you want to ask me?” he asked quietly.


  “Shit,” she mumbled. “I can’t remember.”


  “Now…”


  Lifting her legs up onto his shoulders, he kept hold of her ankles and used her pussy to rub against himself. She watched in fascination as the head appeared and disappeared. Her mouth opened and a long, low sound of pleasure emerged.


  “I need you,” he said.


  “I need you too,” she breathed. “Inside. Shove that inside me.”


  “Not yet.” The slow, insistent rhythm didn’t change, though he did grab her by the butt and continue lubricating himself with her freely flowing juices, raising and lowering her body again and again.


  “Please.”


  “You have to do something for me,” he said.


  “Yes, yes!” she begged. “I need it. Please.”


  “Two things actually. One, you need to stop giving orders.” Confusion tinged with rampant desire appeared. “You tell me what to do, and you’ll be in time out. You’ll have to watch me fuck Ashley over and over again, for… a week.”


  She moaned pathetically. “Ohhh no. I thought—”


  He placed the head at her entrance and felt her trying to wriggle down onto it, but then pulled out before she could get him inside.


  “You thought wrong.”


  “But—“


  When he lined up the head to spear into her again, she groaned in frustration.


  “She’s my girlfriend and I will deal with her. Mizu and Netsu are my problem to deal with. Lucifer and Jezebel are my friends and I’ll handle them.”


  “Ohhhhh,” she moaned. “I… I fix problems.”


  He eased into her, and back out. “Not my problems.”


  “Okay, okay, just please…”


  He pressed forward once again and delighted in the tightness, the wetness, the heat, and the way she wriggled under him. Humping up against him, she suddenly made a confused noise when he took her hips and stopped her from moving.


  “The second thing,” he told her. “Ashley needs to be good at her job.”


  “Okay!”


  He slid all the way in, then all the way back out of her with excruciating slowness.


  “Prom—“


  “I’ll do it, fuck. I’ll do anything. Just fuck me. I mean, I mean… please fuck me.” Then she simply groaned in animalistic need as he fucked her fully, completely, and hard.


  “I know you like the taste of her pussy,” he breathed into her ear, between long and deep strokes. She was close to another orgasm already. “She’s delicious. And so are you. I know you like the feel of her body. So do I. And I know you two have fun, but she’s very important now.” As a cleric, potentially their number one weapon against the Pandora’s Box he’d unwittingly opened.


  “Yes!”


  She started shuddering under him, clutching his shoulders and trying to wrap her short legs around his waist.


  “Oh my gooooooshh it’s so gooooood,” she moaned.


  “You feel great too,” he told her.


  “Ash, can I… um…”


  “Go ahead.” Pleased with her asking him instead of making demands. Pleased with her being pliable and welcoming, rather than


  “My toolbelt. I have a… there’s a…” He retrieved a small metal stick from her toolbelt, the size of a ball point pen, with lots of moving parts and a tiny power canister, with glowing pink stuff in it. When he turned his attention back to Evie, she was on her knees, legs spread wide and face buried in her forearms. “Could you please… could you put it in my butt? While you fuck me?”


  The moment the device touched her skin it released some of the pink goo, which lubed it up enough to slide the ball-shaped tip into ass. From there it activated, pulling itself further and further inside, and as soon as Ash slid back into her pussy, he felt it expanding out against the top of his cock, through her inner walls. The sensation was unlike anything he’d ever felt before.


  He slapped her ass. “What do you say?”


  She let out an explosive, shuddering sigh. Apparently she’d been holding her breath, and apparently she was in the midst of a third orgasm.


  He spanked her again. “What do you say?”


  “Th-thank you,” she managed.


  “Good girl,” he growled, and began fucking her in earnest.


  It wasn’t long after this that the very idea of double penetration, and the feel of her tight little pussy both sent him right up to the edge of the precipice, and though he held back with all his might, he only lasted another solid minute of straining before he pulled out with a roar.


  Evie got the idea, and spun around before catching the first blast on her face. The next few he positioned in her mouth, and she dutifully gulped his seed down.


  “It’s… really good,” she said, and followed this up by scooping what she could off the bridge of her nose and licking her fingers clean. “I don’t think it tasted like this before.”


  “How was it?” he asked. “Your device?”


  She considered this for a long moment. “Weird… different. I didn’t think it would feel good, but then it sort of… made my pussy tighter. And you bumped against it. Also, it was so wrong.” She grinned and blushed. “I think most of the pleasure was just from the idea of having something in both my holes.”


  He understood that quite well. He probably would’ve lasted longer if he hadn’t felt a butt plug up against his abdomen while buried inside her.


  “Now,” he said. “Two last things. One, remember your promise.”


  She nodded, and touched her butt tenderly.


  “Two, you leave that in until you have to go to the bathroom.”


  She regarded him strangely. “You’re a dirty, dirty man, aren’t you?” But she left it in when she got dressed, and smirked at him before leaving the captain’s quarters.


  ***


  Heather Zirennia, with her gorgeous curly mane of hair and her body encased mostly in armor, sat poring over a sheaf of papers at a makeshift desk on the rear part of the aft castle. Somehow (Evie’s doing, surely) she had a miniaturized version of one of the mess tables, a sort of picnic table. The whole effect was kind of cute, making her look like a student figuring out 


  Ever since they’d changed back over and defeated the Fallen Goddess, she’d taken o so f the only unchanged items and went berserk trying to understand it.


  She peered up at him in consternation. “Don’t ask,” she said.


  He held up his hands in surrender. “That bad?”


  “The system keeps telling me I need a far higher Staves skill as a fighter class to read this, or change classes over to a wizard class for a bonus, something called a boon. What’s that?”


  “There’s a list of class abilities you get permanently once you hit Journeyman in your class,” he said. “Do you have a class reset card?”


  She nodded. “And a clone ability. I didn’t want to use them without knowing what they were.”


  “If you want, you can become a wizard… and really, without knowing what we’re doing to combat the demons, we don’t have the tools we need, so it might be worth it. We definitely have the cards to make you a fighter wizard. Probably something called a spellblade or arcane fighter.”


  “Really?”


  “We need to level you up.” He went on to explain about the 40% action deck multiclass requirement, which would add wizard to her class and give her the chance to add a wizard boon when she hit Journeyman.


  “Wait… you can only multiclass once you hit Journeyman. Shit.”


  She nodded. “Change class now then?”


  “Are you okay doing that?”


  “I have the same quest you do,” she said. “Although maybe… that cleric did single you out.” In comparing, it became clear that she didn’t have the same restrictions he did, and wouldn’t suffer being marked as a heretic if she failed or refused the quest in the first place. But the rewards were almost as good for her.


  The twins had also picked up the quest, and he soon discovered all the rest of them had as well.


  Afterward making the rounds on the ship, and avoiding another Random Encounter roll after a half hour, then another half hour, he returned to Zirennia and gave her what help he could in remaking her entire class.


  Although he had some extremely high level cards for basically all classes, she was nowhere near ready to meet the class requirements.


  After the next half hour came and went without a Random Encounter, he started to really get anxious. They spotted a town nearby and set down there, just in time to see that the Random Encounter notification ding, and the level Journeyman come up.


  Although there’d been no warning about what they were facing, this time was different. The UI cheerfully sent the following message:


  Warning! The town below is unsafe! Although you may rest and recover at the local Save Point, the Save Point itself may come under attack and be compromised. In the case of the Save Point’s destruction and your subsequent death, any Full Revives will respawn you at the last Save Point that remains intact.


  The reason for the lack of safety became clear not long after: this was one of the towns he had ‘liberated’ Followers from, and tainted with the black rot of He Who Slumbers’, from the temple on outward.


  The town was little more than a circular wooden palisade with a dozen or so raised platforms to serve as watchtowers. The pinnacle of the central temple had once served as the air defense platform, but the large floating crystal was tangled up in blackened tentacles. If the three meter dodecahedron once pulsed with magic power, it didn’t now.


  Before the clerics got the situation contained, a good third of the town had been consumed. Inside the area, the houses, shops and people appeared gloomy, drained of life and purpose, and free of color. Trees bore rotten fruit. Dogs snapped and snarled over what Ash hoped was just a rancid piece of meat.


  And the people… the people stalked up and down the barrier, shouting obscenities and threats at the clerics on duty. They had the hollow, black eyes he recognized from Darren, with tiny tendrils of darkness creeping out onto cheeks and brows. The same darkness sat around the corners of their mouths, and when they spoke, black spittle flew and crackled against the holy clerical barrier.


  As for the barrier itself, it wasn’t nearly as strong or intricate as the one they’d left, nothing more than gold supports holding huge panes of clear glass. Black rot and goo fizzled, cracked and dissipated when it touched these.


  The whole deal ran in a large perimeter around this section of town, and was held in place by a cleric every fifty meters or so. They had set up makeshift tents and desks, with cots, water and victuals supplied by the townsfolk. Another cleric or two slept off the strain of constant work while the current cleric on shift held the structure in check with constant prayer. Some of the clerics were in lotus position, with monkish robes of various colors, and bald heads, hands held in various poses he recognized as Buddhist-ish. Others appeared more like battle clerics, like Ashley now did, with armor and tabards, shields with holy symbols painted on, while others seemed more like Franciscan friars, ascetics, or simple preachers with ridiculous hats and sashes. Every denomination of whatever religions now ruled the world were represented.


  The first thing he asked upon touching down was why the clerics didn’t push the walls in, contain the influence of He Who Slumbers in as small a space as possible, and invite a powerful cleric in to destroy it all, or purify the whole deal.


  All while secretly wondering when the other shoe would drop, and they’d recognize him as the defiler of the town.


  

   
  




  30- Take One For the Team


  Harem Laird gave him a bonus to all auras, and right now he had Rejuvenating Aura from the Sorcerer half of his deck, and only simple buffs out of his Bard abilities. Combining that with the buffs from Harem Laird would boost their mana regeneration into the stratosphere. That would help with Ashley. What he needed was a good aura from the Bard side of the deck. A buff to attacks maybe.


  It was something he’d be on the lookout for in town, if he didn’t end up recognized as the butcher of this little burg, and chased out of town. Luckily it wasn’t a problem, and the very thinkable didn’t happen.


  He wasn’t quite expecting the answer he got: one, the clerics here were mostly Amateur level, and hadn’t gone through the adventuring he and his cadre of ladies had. They didn’t have a vast collection of abilities. They’d only been clerics for about a month now. This meant two, they didn’t have the slightest fucking clue how to do what he was asking. The gods told them how to do things, and here were the gods being shut out of their ears on the matter. The best they could do was contain.


  Ash felt the burning guilt well up. He hadn’t known what he was doing, but it didn’t much matter in the face of what he was seeing. Women were weeping on the one side of the barrier while their children or husbands snarled and tried to attack the barrier from within, only to damage themselves. Some men and women argued with the clerics, demanding their loved ones to be let out, or for them to be let in. After all, their houses and families were inside, and there was nothing for them outside.


  “We need to use the class reset,” he said, and beside him, Heather nodded mutely.


  Together with Lucifer and Jezebel, the twins and his two girlfriends, Ash and Heather laid out all the cards they had specifically for wizards, and divided out a pile just for Caster cards. All Heather would need was more wizard cards than Sorcerer or warlock to end up a wizard.


  This didn’t prove too difficult. Between all of them, they had the cards. It ended up a rather diverse pile, with command and control spells, telekinesis, shielding, utilities like partial invisibility and flight, defensive spells in the form of misdirection, and plenty of attacks. She’d have a lot to choose from in making her actual deck. Most of them were commons and uncommons, but they had enough to meld most of them into rares, and in one case a double rare. Not on the level of his deck, but he had such high attributes and skills it made sense.


  “I’m just going to change my name to Zirennia,” she said.


  “Awesome,” Lucy said, with the rest of them nodding agreement.


  She decided on tiefling as her new race, given that tieflings had a natural affinity to the infernal, and she also liked the look. She customized herself in a deerlike fashion, which he didn’t know possible. This ended up with her having a tawny light covering of fur, deer hooves, an upturned tail from a white-tailed deer, and a really nice rack.


  “Don’t,” she warned, smiling at him.


  “But that’s a sweet rack. A seven pointer.”


  Lucifer snorted, earning him a slap on the shoulder from Jezebel. Ash had to admit it was not his finest joke, but he also wasn’t a professional comedian, nor was he a snob about his fun.


  “And the write up says the antlers will gain more points as I gain experience and levels.”


  “No one will have a rack as nice as yours,” Evie said flatly, giving Ash a dead-eyed look. To Zirennia, she asked, “Do the antlers drop every winter?” But received only a shrug in return.


  Afterwards, the ladies couldn’t wait to get some dirt under their feet. Mizu and Netsu had avoided him shortly after it was clear he wasn’t dead. None of them apparently wanted to deal with the fact that they’d had sex with him together during the orgy, and had come within a hair’s breadth of doing each other. Ashley desperately wanted to catch his eye, but with a pointed glare he told her (and by extension, Evie) that what he wanted was her to be ready to heal the injured and harm the goddamn demons as soon as possible. Evie pulled Ashley away and they made their way to the traumatized town. Lucy and Jezebel disappeared with Damien. 


  Leaving him with the newest addition to the team, and the former succubus below decks.


  “Come on,” he said, and Zirennia followed after him. They descended the stairs and into the gloom, where soon enough he had Rachel’s cell door open.


  “How are you handling this?” he asked.


  She stood and shrugged. “Throdric was a dickhole. I’ve been through worse. Darren and I were nearly dead the whole time we were with him. At least here I’ve been… safe, I guess.”


  He produced clothes for her, and she thanked him before dressing.


  “You’ve got anything for a wizard in your inventory?” He asked.


  They needed Zirennia to level, and without dealing with Expert level Random Encounters constantly. To help with that, one of the wizard cards Rachel had snagged was called Culmination of Years of Studying. Essentially, it gave her experience for learning new things.


  Rachel handed it over, glum and sullen.


  “I don’t have much else,” she said, but produced all the cards out of her inventory and handed them over. “Just take it.”


  “Heather’s going to make good use of this,” he said, and flipped through the other cards. A few could be useful for Lucifer and Jezebel as druids, but he wasn’t very happy with how useful they hadn’t been. Although he couldn’t really blame them for wanting to protect their child and was jealous of how into each other they were, he’d hoped things were going to be like old times, with them going off and fighting enemies together… just in real life this time instead of in video games or around the table. He ended up passing them back to her, which seemed to surprise her. He didn’t even touch the coins.


  He looked up sharply, wondering how bad the blowback was going to be for not shelling out the coin the Wind Runner’s exorbitant monthly payment. It had mentioned, in the time before he’d gone and become the avatar of the most evil god in existence, that he would be facing repossession or mercenaries coming to collect.


  With a shrug, he dismissed the idea. He’d survived being the puppet of an evil god masquerading as a love goddess he’d almost had sex with. He could handle a couple of mercenaries.


  With Heather now at his desk, he sat Rachel down in the captain’s quarters. They’d moored the ship at a peculiar structure, which looked like a warehouse but with two steeply angled sections of roof. He had settled Wind Runner there and tied her off to a stone mooring post with a steel ring in it. She now floated a couple of inches off the roof, and lightly bounced off the roof when the wind picked up. The effect was gentle and calming, which was what he needed.


  The felinian seemed confused as to why she was free, and why she was being given a small glass of alcohol, but she sipped at it. This calmed her tail twitching down, and flattened the fur out so she didn’t look like she was going to the executioner’s block.


  They had a good view of the city, and he stared at it or Zirennia studying away for a while. It turned out Rachel spoke first.


  “Have you decided? What to do about me, I mean.”


  “You probably have the Rogue skills to disappear, jump out that window there and never be seen again. Go into hiding or just run for it. Maybe we could find you, maybe we couldn’t. Don’t want to take that chance?”


  “I don’t have a Full Revive,” she said quietly. “But I think you do. More than one.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “I have a really nice passive loot detection power. It glows brighter for enemies and places that have rewards. You shine like a fucking supernova, if you’ll excuse my French.”


  He chuckled. “Excused. Okay… so if I have a bunch of loot, and you don’t think you can steal it or defeat me, what are we doing here?”


  “Haggling,” she said. “Now, you have me over a barrel, so why don’t you just go ahead with an opening bid and I’ll try and talk you down?”


  Ash grinned at her, and her eyes went wide. He needed to remember that his attributes and skills were far higher than most of his contemporaries.


  “What… the hell was that?”


  It had been a critical success using Hearts (Charming), as a matter of fact. He was enjoying the idea that Lucky (with or without Diamonds) had delivered just the card he needed for Zirennia via the former succubus, and didn’t want to lose this girl. He wanted to believe Lucky was working.


  He leaned forward, and her nostrils flared. A flush crept into her cheeks, and her legs began to rub together. “That, my dear, was me beginning to haggle. You’ve already given me something I want, and now I want you…”


  She sucked in a sharp breath.


  “…to be the group’s rogue.” He went through the standard spiel: a share of loot, involvement in quests, advancement through levels, him providing guidance and advice on which cards went into her action deck and where she should level her stats and skills, and it appeared as though a respec wasn’t necessary, given her racial choice emphasized nimbleness and speed. He liked the felinian choice for other reasons, but didn’t mention it, as his romantic preferences weren’t relevant to the discussion.


  The whole time, he kept his tone buttery smooth, lightly touched her hand or elbow, and held her gaze by locking his eyes on hers. Charming worked, with Cups and with Hearts. She was writhing in her seat by the end, prying her hands away from touching herself over and over.


  “You seduced me before,” he told her quietly, “and I want to believe part of you wanted that.”


  She stared at him, and found herself nodding. Her legs were opening and closing, over and over again, and she’d started unconsciously leaning forwards and backwards, keeping her arms between her knees, where she could cause her nipples to drag back and forth each time her chest thrust out.


  “What do you think about my deal?” He asked, beginning to close the distance to her face.


  “I… you’re trying to make me join you.” The word join was said with a hefty dose of horniness and a bit of confusion.


  “Yep.” And in this case the word ‘join’ meant ‘get freaky’.


  “But you have… you have… like five girlfriends.” And one of them was in the room with her, but Rachel seemed to have forgotten Zirennia’s presence. No, there was only Ash, and his hypnotic eyes.


  “We don’t have to be girlfriend and boyfriend,” he said, touching her fingers with his. She shuddered… was she already about to climax?


  “What then?” she asked, breathless. “Fuck buddies?”


  “I don’t mind the title,” he said. “Friends with benefits is also fine. Or just crew mates, if you don’t want to engage with me sexually.”


  “I nearly came just now,” she told him. The slack, thoroughly clouded expression asked him who he was kidding, of course they were going to have sex. “Do you have some kind of sex magic?”


  He smiled, and put as much sex into his voice as he could. “Sex magic? Why no. I’m just your average horny Bard, who’s ready for action. I just want to make you cum… in my mouth, and on my cock.”


  She was the one to bridge the gap between them and locked lips with him, while her hand ran over the bulge in his pants. They made out for several long moments, while she fumbled with his pants.


  “Oh my God,” she was mumbling, over and over again. “Oh my God oh my God. I can’t believe I did that. Your girlfriends… they’re gone kill me. Shit I can’t believe you have five girlfriends.” She froze. “You didn’t… I didn’t…”


  “Do you want to suck the captain’s cock?” he asked quietly.


  “I’m very good at it,” she confessed.


  “That wasn’t exactly an answer.” He took one hand and guided it back down to the bug in his pants.


  “Only if the captain tells me,” she muttered.


  “I want you to suck my cock. The question is whether you want to.”


  “Mmm,” she groaned. “I want to suck your cock so bad.”


  “Then do it.”


  They had his pants off a few seconds later, and she immediately fell to her knees to stuff all of him in her mouth as she could. It was impressive, honestly, both watching her work and feeling her excitement. He locked eyes with Zirennia, who was staring from the captain’s desk, but stood when he motioned for her to join him. She’d already shucked her skirt, and couldn’t make it over to them, instead leaning her ass against the desktop, spreading her legs, and frigging herself wildly while watching Rachel’s head bob.


  Rachel’s tongue was far more than a human’s. Whatever other physiological differences there were between felinians and humans, this was a big one. She was able to reach down the entire length of his shaft and swipe him from left to right with all of him in her mouth. She was humming contentedly, running her hands over his thighs, then his balls, and finally she started fingering herself while blowing him.


  “Stand up,” he told her, eyes locked on Zirennia’s, “but don’t stop sucking.” He’d laid a hand on her head and she hummed even more intently. Rachel did as ordered, getting to her feet and exposing her ass directly to his voyeur. Those felinian legs were a runner’s legs, long and lean, and entirely covered in soft fur while showing her muscles.


  “Now keep fingering yourself,” he told her, nodding towards Zirennia. This Rachel did, spreading her lower lips and slipping two fingers into herself. Zirennia, for her part, came with a shout and sank to the floor without ever taking her eyes off the scene, causing Rachel to jerk in surprise.


  “What?”


  “I didn’t tell you to stop,” he said, and wonder of wonders, she took him back into her mouth again without question, without seeing Zirennia’s dazed, post-orgasmic expression. Instead she went right back to the heavenly job she’d been doing.


  After only three more minutes of this, he couldn’t take anymore. She was, true to her word, very good at giving head. The incredible better-than-human tongue certainly helped.


  “I’m going to cum,” he told her. “You’re going to swallow all of it.” It wasn’t a question, but she nodded a fraction anyhow. A few moments later, he erupted with what felt like enough force to kill her. Although she gagged once, she didn’t let any of his seed escape, and instead dutifully swallowed all of it.


  It wasn’t two minutes of staring at Rachel nestled on the floor between his legs that he started to wonder what was going on.


  “Rachel?”


  “Hm?”


  “You haven’t gotten up,” he told her.


  “You’re correct.” She was actually just running her fingers over his equipment over and over, lightly, not trying to get him hard, but simply enjoying the feel of him.


  “I’m gonna… go study some more…” Zirennia said, and made her shaky way back to the desk.


  He ended up interrupting her at her studies once again, when he succeeded in getting hard again, and took Rachel from behind, bending her over the bed and lifting her tail out of the way. She gave off several cat sounds, in addition to moans and groans, and it all culminated in her sinking to her knees before him, then finished him off with her expert mouth.


  “Could you two get a room?” Zirennia finally asked.


  “I’m actually in mine,” he told her. She finally gathered her study materials, headed out on shaky legs, and made her way back up to the tiny desk Evie had made for her.


  And promptly gained almost three levels in three hours.


  

   
  




  31- Zirennia Takes a Break From Studying


  Once he was done toying with Rachel, he told her to lay low on the ship and keep to herself. He had need of collecting some experience from Harem Laird, and collecting some answers about the town. Mainly he was concerned that he’d be recognized as the wild man who’d abducted a number of their people.


  The first order of business was to work through the UI and see how to allocate experience.


  Congratulations! This little sub was no match for your confidence and superior technique, Captain. You’ve really found yourself a gem here, haven’t you? You’ve received the following rewards:


  *Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward


  *First time with this partner: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward


  *Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward (doubled for extra orgasm)


  *Facial: 2,000 xp +1 uncommon reward (double for second facial)


  *Finding and satisfying partner’s kink: 10,000 xp +1 rare reward


  *Satisfying another partner’s kink (without sex): +5,000 xp +1 rare reward


  Total: 27,000 xp, 1 rare and 6 uncommon rewards


  He stopped and stared. Rachel’s kink? This little sub? What in the hell? He hadn’t…


  Ash facepalmed and stared unseeing out into the middle distance.


  “Ohhh,” he said to no one. She’d asked him to tell her what to do. He’d merely thought, at the time, that she was asking for permission and consent, that she didn’t want to overstep her bounds.


  In reality she’d been wanting him to tell her what to do. And that, that had potential. It had potential to be really pleasurable, or if he wanted to get dark with it, really nasty. He shivered and moved on to the xp portion of the events. He certainly enjoyed the sex, and had only been thinking about the xp now.


  Rachel’s relationship status with him had increased from Enemy (-11 points) to Acquaintances (+6). For this, he had also received a pittance of experience, only 700. Apparently a hundred for getting out of the negative, and the other six for each positive point. That went directly to his class. That was fine, as Journeyman levels took 5,000 each.


  27,000 wasn’t what it used to be, when he could spend a thousand and be done with a level. Also, in rereading Harem Laird, it appeared as though the card was broken. He was used to getting relationship points and having the xp go into a pool he could spend as he wished. Or rather… the other cards had been broken and this new one was working as intended.


  Spending wise, he wanted to see whether he could push his luck even further. He’d made a critical error in spending all his xp toward his class before, when combat, monsters, and adventuring contributed toward his class.


  As he went to spend his xp, he discovered another burst of notifications he hadn’t seen before. When he’d multiclassed into Bard, a series of congratulations messages had appeared, and at some point he’d gotten into Journeyman level Bard. He’d been too caught up in the He Who Slumbers situation, and losing this interface all together, to realize he’d also gotten the boon for immediately vaulting to Journeyman level in Bard.


  Advancing through to Journeyman Bard is no simple feat. Select one of the following boons.


  *The Voice: All your buff abilities now also carry a corresponding debuff for enemies, (ie a speed buff will cause enemies to slow) though the debuff effect is half the buff potency.


  *Booming Voice: You may heighten a bardic ability by adding moderate mana to its mana cost in order to double its range.


  *Captivating Voice: Charm school spells may be added to your Bard deck. You may cast these with stamina rather than mana.


  *The Face: any time you gain Relationship points from a successful check (be they positive or negative points), extend the effect or dampen the effect by a choice of an additional +2 or -2.


  *Wearer of Many Faces: Not all Bards are flamboyant attention grabbers. 3 times per day, you may disguise yourself perfectly using low mana per minute. This is a magical effect, though the difficulty to discern your disguise is equal to your Diamonds (Lucky) check each time you don a new disguise.


  *Lucky You: You may choose and gain a specific Bard ability for which you meet the requirements, once and only once.


  *Subtle Expertise: Increasing your skill levels beyond your class level no longer influences Random Encounter difficulty. Current skill levels higher than your class level no longer influence Random Encounter difficulty. Current attribute levels above your class level have their influence halved regarding Random Encounter rolls. This effect may be engaged or disengaged at will.


  First, the ones that simply didn’t appeal to him at all. Booming Voice and Captivating Voice held zero appeal, given he was unlikely to use his Bard skills extensively in combat. The only one he could see using was Not a Fighter, and hadn’t tested its combat effectiveness enough to know. One card did not a boon choice make. And with Captivating Voice, it was an even clearer miss: he already had the ability to add Charm spells to his deck, being a Sorcerer. The idea that he could cast them with stamina instead of mana seemed decent, though other abilities were just flat out far better.


  He was sorely tempted to pick the specific card that suited his needs using Lucky You—he’d choose the best aura he could find—but several other choices seemed amazing on their faces. He presently had a lot of buff options, and turning those into debuffs as well with The Voice was tempting. However, the buffs he hadn’t weren’t amazing enough to warrant a fifty percent debuff to enemies on top of that.


  The Wearer of Many Faces seemed amazing for obvious reasons as well, seeing as how he had been hounded out of Mexicali and could potentially have various towns want him dead. It was only a matter of time before one of his former Followers ratted him out.


  Next, he gained experience based on Relationship change, and The Face could be an incredible tool for boosting good Relationship shifts or blunting negative ones, for the inevitable times when he pissed off the twins. However, the more he thought on this, the less important it had seemed Netsu had granted him a bunch of positive xp when they’d first gotten to know each other, but after that the gains were tiny. On the other other hand, every tiny gain could be +2 higher, making it possible to cross thresholds that hadn’t been crossed yet. It felt a bit like cheating, and while he didn’t want to force fake Relationship gains on his ladies… he had already just done so to Rachel.


  Last, and certainly nowhere near least, was Subtle Expertise. The reduction of Random Encounter difficulty would allow for the girls and his best friend to level without fearing for another gnome versus goblinoid war situation.


  “Ugh,” he said, reviewing the choices again. Unlike the Sorcerer choices, these were almost all really good.


  As before, he made the choice less based on what he needed individually, but what the team needed, and went with Subtle Expertise. Immediately, the UI informed him of a few things: one, that his chances of an Expert level Random Encounter had dropped dramatically. He now had a clearer picture of Random Encounter chance, including an increased percentage chance from each of his attributes and skills. Well, now his class gave them a 30% chance of Expert, and 70% chance of Journeyman Random Encounter. His Attributes now contributed a tenth of percentage per level of Journeyman, and half a percentage at Expert. All of his skills produced a +0% Random Encounter difficulty chance.


  Random Encounter Chance— Ash Phoenix


  Sorcerer Journeyman level 3, 30% Expert chance, 70% Journeyman chance


  Bard Journeyman level 3, 30% Expert chance, 70% Journeyman chance


  Attributes:


  Attuned- (+.6% Expert chance)


  Charming- (+1.5% Expert chance)


  Clever- (+.6% Expert chance)


  Fierce- (+.5% Expert chance)


  Lucky- (+.7% Expert chance)


  Quick- (+.5% Expert chance)


  Sly- (+.5% Expert chance)


  Tough- (+1.5% Expert chance)


  Subtle Expertise: Attribute influence on Random Encounter chance is halved. Tap here to disable this effect. Disabling this effect will also disable Random Encounter chance alteration for skills.


  Skills:


  Subtle Expertise: Skills do not influence Random Encounter chance. Tap here to disable this effect. Disabling this effect will also disable Random Encounter chance alteration for attributes.


  Total: Expert level Random Encounter chance: 36.4% Journeyman level Random Encounter chance: 63.6%


  Well, he couldn’t get much better than that, without killing himself and simply not spending his attribute levels once he revived. And there was no way he was giving up the immense bonuses of being far better than most people he’d come across.


  This also made his choice of spending his xp a little easier. His classes were averaged together, so upping both his classes might give him four attribute levels, and six skill levels, but it would also increase the Random Encounter chance by ten percent, and that was—for right now anyway—to be avoided at all costs. He needed his people to survive combat. For now, he could safely spend himself silly in his skills and not see any negative effects for the people around him, or save up and buy a chunk of class levels all at once.


  He’d fallen into that trap before. He’d be getting Bard and Sorcerer experience from combat, and from Relationship point gains, so he threw his experience into skills for now.


  Coins, Swords and Clubs were all low, so he put a level each into those, costing him 15,000 xp. From there, since they were in town, he put another level into Coins. He had always been thrilled with his skill levels, but it was even better now.


  Skills:


  Arcana (Journeyman level 5)


  Coins (Journeyman level 5)


  Cups (Expert level 10)


  Staves (Expert level 9)


  Swords (Journeyman level 4)


  Wands (Journeyman level 7)


  Diamonds (Expert level 10)


  Spades (Journeyman level 5)


  Hearts (Expert level 10)


  Clubs (Journeyman level 4)


  ***


  Wizard and Sorcerer action decks did not go the same way. As a Sorcerer, Ash had a number of mana points. As a Caster, it had been mana points as well, but as a wizard, Zirennia now had a number of spells that could be learned per day. The knowledge was gained through study; she needed to read the spells out of her action deck (spell book), which took an amount of time based on the spell’s rarity. She was able to memorize a single common rarity spell permanently, unless she wanted to replace it with a new one after resting her mind, and that would allow that spell to be cast again and again without needing to be memorized multiple times.


  This sounded good, except that they had previous few common rarity spells any longer.


  “It’s okay,” she explained, “I can see the common versions of all these spells in my spellbook.”


  Ash didn’t like the idea of being forced to spend a bunch of time re-learning all these spells every time she rested, but in practice, she didn’t have a 3 or 4 card ‘hand’ being drawn, like he had as a barbarian or Sorcerer. She had access to all of them in every combat situation. Also, buffs and auras had a much higher effect than his Sorcerer spells, allowing her to make multiple people invisible or blurry, or able to fly. While Ash was still far more of a combat caster than she was, she had ultimate utility. At Amateur, she could handle 2 rare, 7 uncommon and 12 common spells with her present Clever and Attuned Attributes. Even with Ash’s Rejuvenating Aura active, he couldn’t cast twenty spells before running out of mana… to be fair though, he could cast the same one again and again if the situation required it.


  The last difference was the power of the spells. A rare spell for Ash was far less effective than a spell that required 45 minutes of memorization but could only be cast once. Zirennia’s wizard Fireball was nearly double the damage, range, and explosion radius as his.


  Culmination of Years of Studying was especially useful now, as she added new spells to her tome. Adding spells to her grimoire for the first time added experience, while studying them again each morning added less experience. Not zero, and with some experimentation it proved to be a tiny amount if she wasn’t actively involved in a quest, combat, or significantly useful event. She went casting spells directly up into the sky, followed immediately by studying to memorize them again, but received almost nothing.


  When he inquired about her status, Staves told him she’d been Amateur level 2 previously, and was now closing in on Journeyman 1. The jerky nature of xp advancement meant this new card from Rachel was incredibly useful in making her gains steady. He wanted to find a way for Evie and Ashley to get the same.


  “You keep at it, and let me know when you’re finished and ready to hit Journeyman,” he told her, and instructed Waffles to sit and observe her. She wouldn’t be long, but he could also get some experience the fun way.


  “Come,” he told Rachel, who stared at him a moment before falling into step beside him. They made polite conversation as he went, with him learning about her in the time before.


  Rachel confessed that she didn’t exactly remember a lot of what happened before the whole world changed a month ago. A lot of that had to do with being the puppet of a demon god, she explained. She thought she’d been… a student of business. Yes, she remembered there being a large university, and while it was most likely U of Arizona, she couldn’t be sure.


  The first tavern he ended up in turned out to be a sullen and somber place where several of the former Followers were congregating, talking in low tones or crying about what had happened. None of these were citizens of this town, since the citizens had been accepted back by their neighbors. No, these others turned to regard him with looks of dull incomprehension, some suspicion, and no little anger.


  Further away from where he’d let the Followers off, found another tavern with a slightly better ambiance, one in which the tavern keeper didn’t mind him playing a little tune and indeed offered him some free food in exchange for whatever bardic entertainment he was willing to give: storytelling, music with or without lyrics, epic poetry, or whatever else he had going on.  Then he sent several urchins running to gather up people for the Bard to entertain with promises of a bowl of stew.


  In the meantime, Ash settled in at the slightly raised dais near the fireplace and laced his hands behind his head, grinning mischievously at the serving wenches, and the serving lads. He wasn’t about to take it further with the young men, but there was experience in turning strangers into acquaintances. 


  “What’s your name, lass?” he asked a goblin woman with a very curvy body, deep green skin, and ears that nearly brushed the tables when she walked between them. She had a luxurious mane of even greener hair. She couldn’t have been taller than Evie, and he instantly wondered why she would choose to be a cute young green-skinned monster girl.


  “Aria,” she said.


  “A lovely name,” he said, grinning amiably.


  “I changed it when the ghost of Robin Williams appeared,” she said.


  “I don’t suppose you have a quest for me, do you?”


  She smiled easily in return. “Can’t say that I do, unless ‘navigate the insanity of the new reality’ is something you can handle?”


  He chuckled. “We’re doing all right.” He managed not to wince at the very untrue words, but held her smile. “Can I interest you in a bit of a distraction from the insanity of the new reality?”


  “What sort of distraction?”


  “Not tiddlywinks,” he said. “A roll in the hay, perhaps?”


  A flush crept into her cheeks and she flushed a bit. “There’s something you need to understand…”


  He merely stared at her. 


  “I’m fifty-seven years old,” she told him.


  Her name wasn’t all she’d changed in the midst of the burgeoning apocalypse.


  

   
  




  32- So Many Nosebleeds


  The smile didn’t leave Ash’s face in talking with Aria, whose name could’ve been Bernice for all he knew in the days before. And hell, she was probably much more likely to be a freak in bed if she wasn’t getting any satisfaction here in this podunk town working as a barmaid.


  Aria needed to serve more patrons, and pretty soon the place was full, so he was given leave to begin his first ever Bard act.


  All things considered, it went as well as could be expected. He entertained folks with tales of his exploits, from a month ago up until now. When he got to the racy parts, he merely smiled and let their imaginations fill in the gaps. However, when he got to the war with the gnomes and the goblinoids, he just let the whole thing trail off. When the assembled audience demanded to know how it went, he told them that the gnomes eventually enlisted the Wind Runner to aid them, and they ran several passes before the gnomish overran and routed the land forces. After all, they had the Zappy barge.


  He’d almost forgotten that awful, badly named monstrosity.


  For hitting on Aria and several of the other customers, he ended up with over 2,000 xp, and relationships that had gone from Stranger to Acquaintance level. He also had Aria smirking at him, waggling her eyebrows, looking like a willowy nineteen year old sexpot but in reality being near sixty.


  The apocalypse hadn’t just remade the world… it had also done a number on all the people here.


  She sidled up to him as he was making his way out, Rachel in tow, and leaned against the doorframe with serving tray held like a walking stick.


  “Your girlfriend?” she asked.


  “More like my pet,” he said, with entirely too much confidence.


  Rachel both paled and went immediately red in the face, which was adorable. Aria’s eyes widened, but then she smirked and snorted laughter.


  “I don’t think she believes me,” he told his new catgirl. “Be a dear and lift up your skirt. Give our new friend a look at what you’ve got under there, won’t you?”


  Several long moments passed with both of them staring at him, before Rachel reluctantly lifted her skirt and showed Aria a quick peek of whatever she’d put back on after they’d had sex earlier. Or whatever she hadn’t put on.


  “Are you wearing panties?” he asked quietly.


  “Y-yes,” Rachel stammered, and put her skirt back down before smoothing it out several times.


  “Do you want them?” he asked Aria. “She’ll give them to you if I tell her to.”


  “Ash!” Rachel hissed, but he ignored her. After all, she hadn’t said she wouldn’t do it.


  Aria stared at him, before a smile appeared on her face. “Cripes.”


  “Every word of what I told the tavern on stage was true,” he said. And a bunch of things he’d omitted, like the existence of Harem Laird, a lot of the dirtier sex, and the whole situation with He Who Slumbers.


  If he could, he wanted to seal the deal with at least one woman in every tavern he came to, ensuring him somewhere between 15 and 25,000 xp. Build up a stock for when the others hit Journeyman, or just shove all those xp into skills and become hyper competent.


  “Hell yes, I’d like them,” Aria told them, and after he looked at Rachel for several more long seconds, she blushed even more furiously than before, then glanced around to see if anyone was watching. She was trembling, and looked to be halfway towards an orgasm again, or most of the way towards bolting out the door and running hell for leather until she was nowhere near the psychopath who’d just had sex with her.


  In the end though she hooked her fingers under her panties and got them off with incredible speed, then went to hand them to Ash, who simply gestured to the old woman wearing the young woman’s body. Aria laughed, a little cruelly if Ash was the judge, but he gave her a smile anyway.


  “I have five girlfriends now… and a pet. If you want to be one of them,” he told her, “Wind Runner is moored a few blocks southwest of here.”


  The look Aria gave him told him she might just jump him right then and there, have sex with him in a crowded tavern, and the hell with he consequences. As he turned to leave, he caught her bring the panties up to her nose and heard her sniff loudly.


  “I can’t believe you made me do that,” Rachel said, and she was clinging to his arm like she might blow away in a strong wind.


  “I’m pretty sure you liked it,” he told her.


  “I did n—” She stopped when he did, and while he looked up his xp gains over the course of the afternoon, lifted the skirt with his fingers before rubbing up against the junction of her thighs. She didn’t stop him, nor did she speak, but did continue to clutch him tightly, her breathing coming in shallow gasps.


  He’d brought all four wait staff from Neutral (0 points) to Acquaintances (above 6), with the exception of Aria, who was now a Casual Friend at 16 points.


  Congratulations! Your Relationship with Eric (waiter) has gained 7 points! You gain +700 xp. Click here to recall what you’ve learned about Eric (waiter).


  Congratulations! Your Relationship with Rose (waitress) has gained 9 points! You gain +900 xp. Click here to recall what you’ve learned about Rose (waitress).


  Congratulations! Your Relationship with Dave (waiter) has gained 6 points! You gain +600 xp. Click here to recall what you’ve learned about Dave (waiter).


  Your actions with Rachel and Aria have triggered Rachel’s kink. You gain +500 bonus xp. However, you lose 1 Relationship point with Rachel for the nature of the interaction.


  Your actions with Rachel and Aria have led to an increased Relationship status with Aria (waitress).


  Congratulations! Your Relationship with Aria (waitress) has gained 16 points! You gain +1600 xp. Aria becomes a Casual Friend. You gain +200 bonus xp.


  Total gained: 4500 xp


  He gave a low whistle of appreciation while rubbing Rachel’s very moist sex. 4500 was not a bad haul for just a couple of hours of learning about people and some light flirting, and while he was slightly concerned about the loss of Relationship with Rachel, it was only 1 point. He was presently a Casual Friend of hers as well, and had slipped from 29 to 28 points.


  “Ash,” she warned. “You can’t just—”


  He grinned, and pulled his hand away. “I’m just having some fun. No harm, right? I’ll get you another pair of panties, okay? Maybe magical panties.” He brought his hand up to his face as if considering, then licked her juices off his finger. “You’re real horny, aren’t you?”


  “I didn’t… I never…” If she turned any redder she could impersonate a stop sign.


  He stepped in close and gave her a kiss to reassure her he wasn’t playing around too much. “We have to check on cards and items in this town before we do anything else. Get you some holy or radiant daggers or short swords. What say you?” And especially before they went to assault the demonic infestation in the other section of town.


  “Really?” This struck her harder than the humiliation at the tavern and she stopped dead.


  “Yeah, really. Come on, we have a lot of work to do.”


  They went through a decidedly less shady magic items shop and scanned it, but it quickly became apparent that there was very little of decent quality, and basically nothing that dealt holy or radiant damage. From there, they found a magic weapons shop. This was a much different place than he expected, with a single weapon hanging on a rack on the wall, surrounded by cards.


  The shopkeeper was a gnomish with tall wooden sandals so he came up to about five foot five, but Ash already knew not to mess around with shopkeepers. “They’re a lot smaller, so I can showcase a lot more merchandise.”


  “You don’t… make these here, do you?” He and Rachel glanced over the stock, lamenting that it was mostly force, fire, and a few ice weapons, with the occasional.


  He shrugged and cocked a thumb over his shoulder. “My mate’s in the workshop in back. He got some crafting power when the change happened, and he’s been making weapon cards ever since.”


  “And you guys presumably take custom orders?” He asked, and reached out for one of the cards on the wall. He encountered a force field that blasted him back on his ass, and dealt him 10 force damage, but found the shopkeeper laughing at him.


  “Didn’t take you for a moron, boy, what with your beautiful companion here.”


  All the women were beautiful now. Well, all the ones he’d seen. If the world suddenly gave you the ability to choose how you’d look, most people would immediately choose to be drop dead gorgeous.


  He didn’t get up immediately, as he was staring up Rachel’s skirt and happened to know what wasn’t beneath. “Sorry I saw some radiant damage and wanted to get a closer look.” The felinian noticed his gaze, frowned, stopped frowning, smirked, and edged a little closer, so he could see further up. Her tail swished up and out, giving him a full view of her nether region, and he silently thanked her… though not for the erection that had started to develop. He got to his feet and turned to pretend to view some other weapons, away from where the shopkeeper could see his bulge.


  The shopkeeper didn’t seem to notice, or mind if he did. “Radiant damage is specialized indeed. You want some weapons dealing radiant?”


  “Or holy.” Though now that he considered it, Rachel probably couldn’t wield holy damage weapons. They’d exude a purely Good aura that she might not be able to handle. “If my beautiful companion can wield such weapons.”


  “Radiant on a rogue?” the shopkeeper asked. “You do know the swords or daggers would glow, don’t ya? Kinda defeats the purpose of sneaking about if you’re holding two little balls of light.” She’d held two little balls a few hours ago, Ash though, and reined in a smirk.


  “She’d keep them sheathed,” he said, thinking about sheathing himself inside her. Good lord, was there some kind of horniness magic going on here? He scanned the place but couldn’t come up with anything. Apparently he was just a little overexcited to have a submissive plaything.


  Eventually they met the half-dwarf half-gnome who was responsible for making all the magic weapons, and commissioned a pair of radiant damage daggers with concealing sheaths. The shopkeeper sent an apprentice over to the leather worker’s to get the materials necessary for the sheaths, while Ash paid the deposit out of the money he had for defeating Fallen Goddess.


  “Shit,” he said.


  “What?”


  The UI had warned him that he was now overdue on his monthly payment for the Wind Runner, and that Ray Eastman was fully within his rights to send a team of mercenaries to collect or repossess his ship.


  “We need to get back to the ship,” he said.


  ***


  Zirennia poked her antlered head over the rails when he called up. He immediately noticed the extra points on her antlers, meaning she’d progressed in levels by quite a lot, just by inscribing cards into her spell books, memorizing them, and shooting them off to memorize them again.


  “Yeah?” Her eyes were wide but her face was slack.


  “Have we gotten any visitors?” he asked.


  “Funny you should—” she said, then flinched. “Uh, no, no, we haven’t gotten any visitors. Come on up ahhhh!”


  He had her with Improved Telekinesis before she’d fallen more than two meters, and set her gently on the ground before using it again to rocket himself up and onto the ship.


  Standing on deck were six figures, and one of them was a colossal mound of stones roughly in the shape of a man. Staves did the work for him, identifying all of them in moments, along with levels and classes.


  *Orren, Knight— Journeyman level 3


  *Half-nellwyn half-human, Warlock— Amateur level 2, Assassin— Journeyman level 2


  *Tiefling, Fighter— Journeyman level 5


  *Human, Wizard— Amateur level 3


  *Dryadic, Druid— Journeyman level 2


  *Orc, Monk— Journeyman level 3


  “You’re Ash Phoenix,” the tiefling called out, pointing a sword in his direction.


  “Fellas,” he said.


  “You are charged with dereliction of duty, to pay in good faith to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater west Phoenix area.”


  “Are you required to recite all that?”


  “We are here to repossess the property in question, unless you are able to pay for your month, the late fee, and the overhire costs to secure our services to relay said payment back to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater west Phoenix area.”


  “Hoochie mama what a mouthful,” he replied. In response, the orren ground its two boulder fists together and took a menacing step forward. That damn thing must’ve been a good four meters high, and at least that across. The rocks weren’t in contact with one another, but instead floated millimeters apart from one another, except for the head, which consisted of a half sphere on top, with gems for eyes, and an even bigger half sphere beneath to serve as its jaw. Its skill check (Clubs and Fierce) would’ve scared the bejesus out of him, except that his own skill check (Clubs and Tough) was just as high, or higher.


  This wasn’t going to go well. The orren would soak all the damage, while the monk and fighter attacked him directly melee style and the wizard levied spells against him. Probably the druid too. And the Rogue would of course disappear in all the chaos, possibly using its warlock magic, only to stab him in the back for massive damage when he was occupied with all the others. Ash had zero chance of defeating all these guys, high level as they were, but had a pretty clear plan of attack.


  The tiefling took a long look at the orren, then stopped. “Really, you’d think the apocalypse would be less litigious, but the guy stipulated I had to say the whole title.”


  “Either that or Ray Eastman is a little—”


  The tiefling now seemed to interrupt him “Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used—”


  “So what are we doing here?”


  Blood spurted out of the tiefling’s nose, and his eyes rolled back in his head. A health bar appeared over his head, and while it wasn’t a strong blow in the slightest, Ash was amazed to find a few damage had been done, just by being unable to finish the title after Ray Eastman’s name.


  “You pay eight t’ousand coin, right now,” the orren rumbled.


  “To whom?” he asked.


  “You owe Ray Eatman, Top Quatee Ued kyship—”


  “I don’t have eight thousand coin,” Ash said, interrupting the orren as well. The thing grunted at being unable to finish the title, and its own health bar appeared, but it suffered even less than the tiefling fighter had. Which, while pretty damn funny, wasn’t as useful as he wanted to be.


  “Then we take the ship,” the tiefling hissed, getting his wits about him.


  “Gentlemen, we can talk about this, can’t we?” Ash said, raising his hands. He still wasn’t in snap decision time, meaning he could select any of his action deck cards. He did so now, choosing Not A Fighter and trying to direct it towards all of them.


  Active: Your next Hearts (Charming) check has a strong chance to paralyze the target for up to 3 seconds. This costs high stamina. The target must be within range to see or hear you.


  Unfortunately the card read ‘target’ and not ‘targets.’ Fortunately, however, he struck out at the multiclassed Rogue Warlock, and it stuck. The little guy’s eyes widened and he froze in place, while the others tried to menace him. Now the timer had started, though hopefully none of them had notice what wasn’t exactly a combat skill. He had three rounds to really make this work. The orren tried another intimidation action, which failed, and the monk and fighter started to close the distance as well.


  It still wasn’t snap decision time, so he chose Improved Telekinesis, pausing to speak only a bit before unleashing its potential.


  He snarled. “You threw my wizard overboard.”


  Then he flung the Amateur level human Wizard off Wind Runner as hard as he could with the spell.


  

   
  




  33- Bigby’s Flicking Finger


  All of them stared at the wizard who’d just been ripped off his feet and flung over 50 meters in the space of a moment, then back at Ash.


  Incredibly, due to a burst of Diamonds and Lucky, he earned one more surprise round before snap decision time. The beauty of whatever long decision time was called as opposed to snap decision time, was that his cards didn’t end up discarded into a graveyard or discard pile. He immediately took Improved Telekinesis again and flung the rogue directly up into the air with as much force as the spell had. All of them had just turned back in his direction when he snarled and the mana shot out of him, closing an almost imperceptible fist around the fighter before Ash jerked his hand up in the air, like a hyper uppercut.


  And off the tiefling went, up into the stratosphere.


  “Back the fuck off!” He called, and chose the first of the Blood set that came along, which was Sorcerer’s Blood.


  Sorcerer’s Blood


  Rare, Spell (Buff)


  The mana in your blood is much more potent for a short time. Your mana regeneration rate is doubled, spell damage minimums are increased by 200%, spell damage maximums are increased by 50%, and spell potency is increased by 100%.


  Duration: 1 minute. Cost: Moderate Mana. Cooldown: 1 minutes.


  This card is part of a set. Add Sorcerer’s Blood and Dragon’s Blood to your action deck. Completed set bonus: minimums are increased by 500% and maximums by 200% instead.


  Amazingly, he also popped off a Clubs (Fierce) intimidation action of his own at the same time his spell took, and he got a series of success notifications, save for the orren.


  *You have succeeded in intimidating Assassin/Rogue using Clubs (Fierce)! Assassin/Warlock gains the condition intimidated.


  *You have succeeded in intimidating Druid using Clubs (Fierce)! Critical success! Druid gains the conditions intimidated and terrified.


  *You have succeeded in intimidating Monk using Clubs (Fierce)! Monk gains the condition intimidated.


  *You have failed to intimidate Knight using Clubs (Fierce)! Nothing happens.


  This was playing almost exactly the best way it could. The orren lumbered closer to him and employed an aura called Steel Resolve. A bright orange light spun up around the stumps of its rocky feet, and also around the other four still in range. Small pluses and shields drifted up out of the orange light and dissipated at random all around their feet. Staves informed Ash this would give them immunity to mind spells and increased resistance against social actions or abilities. Well, too late there, buddy.


  “Nobody assaults my crew and just walks away free!” he called, and blasted the four of them with a sudden, inexplicable Tsunami. Although it wasn’t as high in the damage department as Fireball, it was arguably more useful, since it swept the Rogue and the Druid onto their backs. The Rogue wasn’t completely washed over the edge, but was instead clutching to the rail, but the Druid had been terrified, and went skidding to the rail, against it, and flipped overboard. As for the Monk and the huge rock, they both took the damage and stood their ground.


  Then the Monk was on him, flying in with a side kick that took him in the shoulder. Due to the intimidation effect, though, it was a solid hit, but didn’t have any skills or abilities behind it.


  The most important thing about the last few seconds was learning the important truth that he could attempt social rolls.


  “You fucking guys,” he hissed with all the venom he truly felt. “You have no idea what I’ve been through in the last few weeks. And you have no idea what I have to do to make it right.”


  Instead of targeting either of the melee attackers who were on him, he launched Arcane Lance at the Rogue and was gratified to see his grip loosened. He too disappeared from sight.


  Fortify was the ability the rock person used on him with a gigantic rock punch, which he didn’t really understand, because he only took 12 damage and no other effects.


  Staves informed him that Fortify raised the difficulty to strike the Knight, bolstered resistances against elemental damage types, and blunted retaliatory damage by a significant amount. It was purely defensive, since the Knight was a tank.


  “What did you do?” The orren thundered.


  “Your friends will be fi—” He didn’t get a chance to finish before the tiefling Fighter came crashing down, bashing off the orren’s boulder of a back and flopping to the deck, very dead. Or, based on the way his bones poked out of his arms and legs, and his neck was twisted the wrong way, extremely unhappy. No, the Fighter was dead, and he knew that because the flash of a Full Revive going into effect could be heard and seen, and because Ash’s Attuned attribute was much higher now, he saw the tiefling’s soul rise up out of his body, look at the body, look at Ash, and sneer before zipping off in a southerly direction.


  He was looking forward to the next generation version of Improved Telekinesis, so he could launch motherfuckers into orbit.


  All motion stopped, with the three of them staring at the broken body of the party’s leader. Apprehension tinged his tone when the Monk and the Knight turned their fury his way.


  “Nobody tosses my people overboard!” He roared.


  This time he ran into a series of bad draws: only Boiling Blood wasn’t a Bard ability this time, and next only Dragon’s Blood the following draw. He had no choice but to cast them, ignoring the Bard abilities he hadn’t had time to familiarize himself with in favor of what he knew.


  In the meantime he took another 10 damage from the orren, and took a Staggering Blow from the Monk. This really pissed him off, since he’d drawn his shield card, and the monk’s ability wiped out his draw, and caused him to draw only two cards instead of the usual four to replace the lost cards.


  War Drums, which was utterly useless, and Little Ditty.


  He started to use Little Ditty, figuring a tiny boost to Lucky and Diamonds was probably in order, when he took another hit from the Knight, and Rapid Strikes from the Monk. 14, 12, 12, and 16 damage came in hard and fast.


  When this happened, he failed to activate Little Ditty, since he couldn’t sing the words. He hadn’t had an ability simply fail to activate before, so this was something of a surprise. In Spellcraft, when you pressed the button to activate your abilities, they activated, and that was that. This was something to keep in mind going forward.


  The only redeeming factor was that their damage went reflecting back on them, from Boiling Blood, and he got a whole series of Dragonscale and Fireball copies inserted into his deck.


  He’d never get to cast them.


  Instead, a series of attacks came out of nowhere, directed at the repossession team instead of Ash for once, and healing mana surged through his body. A shot of purple slime slapped into the Monk’s face and started eating it away, while Netsu shoulder checked the orren hard enough to drive it back two steps. Immediately on the heels of these attacks, with the Monk screaming and beginning to charge up an ability, Ash received a notification that his party had killed the Assassin/Warlock. Also his party had killed the Wizard.


  The Monk never got to act, but instead was cut several times by Mizu, who slid into view, turned into a puddle to avoid a slamming fist blow from the orren, and raked her blades over it in several places. One of them was successful in disrupting a joint, and the orren’s hand fell clean off.


  Finally sensing that things weren’t going to end with them taking the ship back to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater west Phoenix area, the orren turned and lumbered off. It leapt off the rail of the ship and went clean through the roof of the tavern with a monumental crash of splintering timber and crunching stone.


  ***


  That was not that.


  “We have an emergency,” Netsu said.


  “Aside from catastrophic property damage and several of these people running around not dead?” Plus their leader reviving at some Save Point, who wouldn’t be pleased at being launched into the sky and plummeting to his death.


  Netsu and Mizu both had their arms crossed, which he took as a bad sign. Evie cast a worried glance at Ashley, another very bad sign.


  “Lucifer and Jezebel?” he asked.


  Ashley came forward and put a hand on his arm, then took his hand gently. “They were… they were having sex, and…”


  “They were doing it against the barrier to the infected part of town,” Evie blurted. “And there was a barrier breach.”


  “I don’t know whether to ask how you know this, or what else happened,” he said. After all, his resident voyeur had been here, studying for the biggest exam of their lives. “The fucking… fuck?”


  “The uh… the thing that got them,” Ashley started.


  “Hold up a fucking second. The what now?”


  “The whole town is being flooded with infernal energy, and your friends are in thrall to the demon,” Netsu supplied.


  Ash couldn’t stop the line of swearing that flowed out of his face, but he kept it quiet while he heard their rushed story. They kept glancing over their shoulders, expecting a tsunami of black demon pudding to rise up and take the ship. He also didn’t question why his friends would be so stupid as to engage in sex so close to the barrier, but was swiftly told the answer.


  “The shop Netsu and I wanted was close to the barrier,” Mizu said. “I heard some… moaning, and we first, we ignored it. It wasn’t our business.”


  Netsu nodded, and rolled her eyes. “Until Mizu heard the cleric shouting at them to keep away from the barrier. We headed out to see what was happening, and saw him shoving her up against the barrier. Naked.”


  “They both were,” Mizu added. Ash wanted to snort. That was how sex worked. “But at least they were both horses.”


  “They transformed back as soon as the demon taint got on them,” Netsu said.


  “Can we get past the part where my friends are naked and having sex as horses?” Ash asked, testily. He earned himself a look of admiration from Ashley, which both pleased and annoyed him. He didn’t need her approval. Why in the world did he want it?


  A problem for another time. Like the Mizu and Netsu issue. Right now was dealing with another Lucy and Jez issue. And the expansion of evil issue.


  “Okay so where are they?”


  It turned out they were both strung up and struggling on the roof of the building they’d used to moor the ship. The steep roofing allowed them to tie ropes under the lovey couples’ armpits and around their waists, and keep them far enough away from all handholds and each other to keep them from doing anything. Ashley was keeping an eye on them, and occasionally zapping them with a light healing spell.


  They’d been infected with the black evil. Like Rachel, Jezebel was clad in skimpy black oily stuff, and like Darren, Lucifer was a rage monster, spraying black spittle everywhere.


  That was, to say the least, not ideal. He wished they’d just been walking around near the barrier instead of getting all up in each other’s business right there, possibly causing whatever situation was happening down below.


  “How much time do we have?”


  The answer wasn’t easy to quantify. In general whenever a male got infected, they went full rage zombie and sprayed out black gunk everywhere. As for the taint of He Who Slumbers, it seemed to spread slowly once it touched something, though males generated it at an alarming rate. Males who’d been reduced to zero hit points at least once generated a lot more of it, much faster.


  The females turned into succubi and softened up untainted males with sex powers. They essentially stopped resistance from all but the clerics.


  “Do we have the method?” he asked, turning all eyes on Zirennia.


  “I just got to Journeyman level 1,” she said.


  “I can see that,” he said, eyeing the rapid growth of her deer antlers. She was quite the peculiar tiefling. She’d gone from seven to ten points, and they curled around menacingly, though she was wearing indigo wizard’s robes with silvery runic embroidery and silver cuffs.


  “I need a boon… oh, there it is.” She glanced at him, face pinching with concern. “Some of these are really good. Ugh, I guess I have to choose this comprehend languages one.”


  “I’ll make it up to you,” he said.


  “Oh will you?” she asked. “And how will you do that?”


  “I’ll convince those two to let you watch every time they go at it, in whatever form they choose.”


  “Wait… what?”


  “They’re both Druids specifically so they can bone as king cobras and Nile Crocodiles and hippos and all that.” The wonder and lust that flashed across Zirennia’s face would’ve been comical if the matter wasn’t so critically important. He leaned in, “And I’ll get you some better wizard cards. If you really don’t like it, I’ll give you my Full Revive and you can choose a different boon after we’re all done.”


  It was far more than enough, and Zirennia knew this. She stared at him, as if to confirm he was telling the truth. He nodded. 


  “All right,” she said.


  What she had for them an hour later was a startling and difficult ritual diagram. It needed to be looped around the entire town, inscribed in blood with extreme precision. They needed candles crafted with honey and the petals of white dreesons, placed in eight equidistant places around the circle, and burned at the exact same moment. They needed doves, and several polished diamonds placed at the cardinal directional points around the circle. Lastly, the ritual required an accomplished Cleric to cast it over the course of six hours.


  “Meaning Ashley,” Ash said. When she paled and opened her mouth to object, he held up a hand. “None of the others are high enough level, none of them know what we’re doing, and none of them are going to listen once we start painting with blood around the circle. We also can’t go around telling them the reason we’re so invested in doing this.”


  “I’ll rig up a device to write out the ritual circle,” Evie said.


  “Mizu and I will shop for the candles.”


  “You’ll grab those candles out of the shop,” he said for emphasis, “before it’s enveloped in evil darkness.”


  Rachel started. “I’ll… uh…”


  “You’ll get those diamonds,” he said. “Same deal. You pay if you can, grab if you can’t.”


  “What will you be doing?” she asked.


  “I mean, all of us are going to be assisting the local clergy in keeping the taint contained inside the town walls. That’ll be my main job.” Waffles would be keeping baby Damien safe in the meantime, and alerting Ash any time the baby cried. Right now they were laying together in the mess hall, with the baby rhythmically squeezing the doggo’s fur over and over again, and drooling almost as much as Ash’s familiar.


  “I have a holy weapon blessing,” Ashley said. “It lasts an hour.”


  “Best we can do,” he said, and held up the guitar he’d found in the cargo hold of the ship, cast off by one of the former Followers now trapped in the town. “I’ll take it.”


  “That’s your weapon?” she asked, but cast the spell on his guitar anyway.


  “Looking forward to using Heavy Metal for the first time ever,” he said. “Let’s move out.”


  

   
  




  34- The Botched Diamond Heist


  Ashley wouldn’t need to be doing anything except waiting, just outside the town, opposite the heaviest concentration of demonic taint, so he took her along for the protection. While Evie and Zirennia set about getting the exact specs of the ritual circle, he told her to come along, and escort Rachel on her part of the mission. Rachel immediately took the lead, doing the threat detection. He discovered that Rogues had the ability to lead group actions, which used the Spades and Sly of all group members, but averaged each user’s check into a sort of final check. The more failures, the more stamina damage Rachel would take


  “I don’t like this,” Ashley said, but a simple glance shut her up.


  Good. She needed to understand her place here in the scheme of things. Also talking would fuck up their ability checks.


  “You don’t have to,” he told her, while Rachel stopped them and shoved both of them into a villager’s house. It turned out to be the clerk’s office, and while it was empty for the moment, a couple of growing black spots and some blood in the front lobby area showed where one of the male tainted had been through here. The black stuff greedily sucked up the blood, spreading into it and turning that portion of dirt floor into a cosmic abyss.


  “You just need to follow directions,” he told her quietly. “And that means, right now, sticking on Rachel’s ass until she gets to the jeweler’s shop.”


  Rachel turned a sharp look on them. “It would also be nice if you two could shut the fuck up until we’re back at the ship.”


  Ash just gestured in her direction, widening eyes at Ashley as if to say ‘see, now shut the fuck up already and let’s just finish this.’


  Ash enabled Heavy Metal in the next alley, when a tainted male came out of nowhere, and rushed at them. Solar Shot succeeded in peeling most of the demonic yuck off the guy, which Ash slammed his metallic, glowing guitar down upon a moment later. A whitish flare of holy light blasted out from the guitar at point of impact, and the black stuff had become a pancake of black charcoal when the glow dimmed.


  Rachel had to stop and recover for a few minutes, to let her stamina recharge after all the bungling Ashley did. Ash couldn’t exactly fault her for it, since she hadn’t done the sort of leveling he had, but his frustration over her uselessness did rise a bit.


  They moved on, stopping in houses, ducking into back alleys, and once finding a secret tunnel in a cellar, leading to another cellar. The town itself wasn’t large, but it was large enough when it was crawling with rage zombies. Ash kept Solar Shot on standby and prayed he had enough awareness at all times to spot the rage monsters before they fell into snap decision time.


  After taking down another one and bashing it with his holy damage guitar of steel, they arrived at the jeweler’s shop.


  Or what had been the jeweler’s shop before the dark infernal taint of Her Who Slumbers had gotten to it. The whole place was barely visible beneath a roiling black layer of the now-familiar demonic goo. There had been a battle or melee here, at very least.


  “That’s… not good,” Ashley said absently.


  “There’s still some portions of the shop that haven’t been affected,” Rachel said, and headed to a section of the wall that was being slowly overtaken by the darkness.


  “Don’t,” Ash told her.


  “I can’t see what’s left,” she said. “Float me in there.”


  “No.” The last time he had used a Telekinesis spell to try and save someone, that person had been wrenched into the blackness. “We’ll find a different way.”


  “The gems will be the most difficult to get our hands on,” Rachel said. “Just—“


  “No,” he repeated, harsher this time than he intended. She shrank back, and one hand drifted down to the junction of her thighs, where she still wasn’t wearing panties from the Aria incident.


  Her voice was far more meek this time. “Okay.”


  “We’ll find another way.” After a second, he snapped his fingers. “Bank. This place is bound to have a city treasury or a bank.”


  Both of them turned to Ashley.


  “What?” She asked. “Is this a gold digger joke? Are we making fun of Ashley because she likes nice things?”


  “We stayed mostly on the ship,” he replied gently. Having sex, he thought. “You’ve been around town much more than we have.”


  “Oh.” Then she turned and studied the black-spotted landscape. “Uh, follow me then.”


  They did another bit of leap frogging, with Ashley pointing the way and Rachel helping keep them out of sight. The constant low stamina situation for her was beginning to take a serious toll when they arrived at the third largest building in the whole town.


  Here, where the great temple sat, the clerics were attempting to keep a perimeter, and the tainted ones out. Although a good three quarters of the town had now been infected, and the perimeter was bulging outwards to one side, the temple remained fully defended by stalwart clerics bravely ejaculating Devotion out into the large divine glass structure. The same large divine glass structure that was presently cracked and failing there, there, and there.


  “Let’s hurry,” all three of them said at almost the same moment.


  Ash looked at them, smirking. “Just grab the diamonds and get out, okay? We’re not robbing the place, we’re trying to save it.”


  “Just because I’m a Rogue doesn’t mean I’m a kleptomaniac,” Rachel protested.


  “If you suddenly have the urge to become one, just know… I’ll punish you.”


  “Wait, what?” Ashley blurted, while Rachel immediately turned a bright shade of scarlet. “Her too?”


  “Is there a problem with that?” He kept his tone both gentle and frosty.


  Ashley froze, having that old dilemma: she was no longer in control of him. He had the power now to simply up and leave her in the dust. Although they needed her for the ritual, they could get any high ranking Cleric to sit in the circle and read the words. Yes she was the best person for the job at hand, but she was the worst person for the job of being an adventurer in this setting, and both of them knew it.


  “No,” she said at last, shoulders slumped.


  He took her face in his hands, stared into her eyes, and bent slowly forward to kiss her. “It has to be like this,” he told her. “Now, let’s grab some diamonds.”


  The third biggest building was like a town hall, aside from the main warehouse and market of goods, and of course the temple. All three made up the center of town, with a large paved area for gatherings, markets, and probably medieval style executions.


  This particular building was an elaborately constructed building of arcades all along the four walls, complete with second set stacked on the first, and smaller relief sculpture spanning the whole top area, before the overhanging roof.


  Rachel was up one of the fake relief pillars, up the wall and in the second story window before he could so much as tell her.


  A rope came flying out afterwards, but he floated Ashley up on Improved Telekinesis to make the process quicker and quieter, then scaled the wall by climbing the rope faster than he ever had in his life. Probably faster than almost everybody from the before time, save for professional or Olympic athletes. He passed the Spades (Quick) check without trouble, although the UI informed him he got a hefty bonus from the rope.


  Inside, this level was entirely open in the center, like a donut, with a walkway all the way around, unlike a donut. Rachel was listening at the door of what he found to be an office.


  Making their way around the balcony walkway, they overheard a hushed conversation happening below, causing Rachel to call a halt.


  “—it’s him. I’ve got thirty people all claiming the same thing.”


  “And they’re also saying he fought off a goddess. Broke them free.”


  “You think that excuses his actions in the first place? If the psycho with the sword and the black fire in his hands is the same guy running the sky ship, he needs to be put on trial and he needs to face justice.”


  “All this is moot,” a third voice said, “if the town doesn’t survive the next few hours. Do we know what happened?”


  “Two of the crew from the sky ship were canoodling at the barrier—“


  “Did you say canoodling?” The second one said.


  “Would you rather I said fucking?”


  “No need to be crass, Tyson,” the second one said.


  “Hence the word canoodling. Humping each other like that greyhound of yours humps everything in sight.”


  “If anything,” the third voice said. “That alone should qualify the ship’s crew for arrest and detainment.” Someone else got the next order, to round up the crew of the ship: the water and fire girl, the little Artificer and the little Cleric, the two Druids who’d been canoodling next to the barrier, and above all, the Bard captain who’d been playing with the felinian at his side.


  The voices moved away, thankfully, and Rachel waved them on.


  She explained that the locked offices were far more likely to contain the safe and the city’s treasury, and set him to checking the doors for locked ones. She also set Ashley aside and told her not to move, which resulted in another sullen pout from his original, pre-apocalypse girlfriend. But she complied without him needing to give her a sharp glance, so after a few minutes they had three doors out of twelve to check. Rachel deftly unlocked the first, found it to contain nothing more than city records, and moved on while Ash took the opportunity to search through further.


  Although he received several Arcana (Clever) or Arcana (Sly) checks to learn this or that about the town’s history, he was far more concerned with whether this room held any secrets. Compartments, a loose floorboard, a painting with a safe behind it, anything.


  Eventually, after a Staves (Sly) check revealed that the room was empty, he took the opportunity to learn more about the city, and filed the notifications away for further study if they seemed necessary.


  When he emerged from the room, Rachel was beaming at him. “I got something.”


  “Okay… hit me.”


  “What’s your Staves skill?”


  This was not the time to be holding back secrets. He already had one of the four polished diamonds handy, if the town coffers didn’t have anything. He didn’t want to create massive jealousy by telling her, and then be forced to explain how he’d boosted it that high. Thinking fast, he came up with a decent enough lie.


  “Expert 9,” he said, and her mouth dropped open.


  “Ohhhhh… kayyy.”


  “Don’t ask,” he said, putting the right amount of embarrassment into his tone.


  “Well, bring that incredible observation skill this way and let’s crack this safe together.”


  She would have him signal her whenever he heard a tumbler fall, but that was after he used Staves (Attuned) to see if any magic wards or enchantments had been used to protect it.


  It was a good thing he did, because the whole thing exploded with light like the Fourth of July into his face, showing him a whole mess of magical defenses.


  “You didn’t touch this, did you?” When she shook her head, he chuckled. “That’s good, because I don’t know if Ashley could put you back together after everything here got you.”


  He wasn’t sure if Dispel was going to cut it, but tried it for good measure, only after having Ashley get a series of healing spells ready.


  “The kiss one,” he said. “That’s the most powerful.”


  Ashley’s eyes widened. “What the fuck, Ash? Are you sure we have to do this?”


  Rachel nodded, and pointed to the safe. “This thing radiates loot like your boyfriend.”


  “Then by all means, go ahead and explode yourself all over the room. Don’t stop on my account.”


  “You’ll want to get behind the desk there,” he told them, and tried to calm his nerves with the both of them cowering below him. With Ashley holding onto one of his legs, he could even feel her shivering.


  Although he didn’t like the snark in her tone, he put on Dragon’s Blood, had Rachel stab him in the forearm, then put Dragonscale on him immediately after that while Ashley unnecessarily healed the 2 hit point cut. Then he went ahead and used Dispel on what appeared to be the strongest of the enchantments.


  The next second was nothing more than a cacophony of light, sound, and system notifications.


  Summon Polar Gale Trap has been nullified by Dispel and fails to trigger.


  Blaring Trap has been triggered! You take 7 sonic damage. Dragonscale does not prevent sonic damage. You are now deafened.


  Eldritch Shockwave Trap has been triggered! You take 28 force damage. Dragonscale has prevented 15 damage. You are knocked prone. The impact with the wall has dealt an additional 15 blunt damage. Dragonscale has prevented 3 blunt damage.


  Mana Drain Trap has been triggered! You are drained of 65 mana points. Your mana regeneration has been blunted.


  Rain of Screaming Death Trap has been triggered! You are hit 26 times for 2 damage each. Dragonscale has prevented 2 damage 7 times. Dragonscale has broken. You are now bleeding.


  Hyperstimulation Trap has been triggered! You are now blinded. You are now deafened. You are already deafened; the condition is refreshed. You are now mute. You are now numbed.


  Nothing. For a good long time, he couldn’t see, feel, hear, smell, or taste anything. He was nothing but thoughts. No colors, no sounds, not even pain. This was that Metallica song from the 80’s. It was worse than awful.


  He was almost convinced he was going to see Guide again, after he’d been killed for the second time. He wasn’t sure what would happen regarding the Save Point and where he would come to, which was not wonderful. Hopefully he could wake up in the tavern down below the Wind Runner, though it was possible that the orren had obliterated the room they’d rented. Probable, given which part of the building the orren had destroyed.


  He had all his Full Revives… didn’t he? He was a hundred percent sure they’d been in his inventory when he’d gotten out of the cult savior situation.


  Color flooded his vision at almost the same time he heard Ashley and Rachel calling his name. And swearing Rachel could really do, when she didn’t have a mouth full of dick.


  “Holy fuck fucking balls,” she stammered. “Did you see his entire fucking ribcage regrow? That shit was wild.”


  He mouthed the word diamonds and hoped he had lips with which to do so.


  “Yes,” Ashley answered, clearly unsettled by what she’d seen. “And half of his internal organs. Get the diamonds now before the guards come. We need to hurry.”


  A few seconds later, Rachel reappeared. This was about the same time as his eyes repaired themselves and he watched skin grow over where he’d been shimmering red muscle over most of the parts he could see.


  “Ash?”


  “Here,” he managed. “I’m okay.”


  “You are not okay… I had to kiss your actual skull to make the spell work. With no skin on it. Your real, actual skull. You are never doing that again, understand me?”


  “Yes, mother,” he said.


  She made a face and pushed him off her lap. He thudded onto the floor chuckling and half naked from having his clothes blown off.


  

   
  




  35- Taking Several More For The Team


  They would’ve gone immediately back to the Wind Runner, save for the ship being hundreds of meters in the sky. He and Rachel noticed it immediately, while the three of them fled the town hall. They stopped in the tavern from earlier, earning them a strange look from the tavern keeper. Night had fallen, but the Wind Runner had plenty of lights shining on deck, and the glowing liquid-filled repulsers also pulsed with green light.


  “That is… not ideal,” he said, ducking down and facing away from the door at the bar. They were too conspicuous: the white-robed Cleric with the sumptuous figure, the hot felinian in the skin tight top and the knee-length skirt, and of course the Bard who’d been in here earlier telling them his life’s story. If they were wanted, this was a terrible place to lay low, but the town now consisted of fewer than forty buildings, and most of those were houses of wealthy merchants or local enchanter wizards. He would have barged in on the townsfolk and demanded the use of their houses, except that he didn’t want to end up with a wizard casting spells at him, or more likely a wizard’s house doing to him what the safe had just done.


  And also doing all that to Ashley and Rachel.


  No thank you.


  “Did you see Netsu aboard the ship?” he asked.


  “I thought so… orange glow in the shape of a naked woman?” Rachel asked.


  “I can’t believe you saw all that from like a half second glimpse,” Ashley said.


  “I used to be severely near-sighted,” Rachel replied. “And then I got my Clever attribute up, and my Sly attribute up—”


  “And the Staves skill,” Ash added.


  Rachel nodded at that. “And that. Suddenly I can see better than I ever have in my life. I’m hearing better too.”


  “Same,” he said.


  “Why didn’t I put a bunch into Staves then?” Ashley demanded.


  “You did… but only half as much as Hearts and Cups. Cleric abilities are reliant on wisdom and charisma. You needed Hearts and Cups for some of your spells. It makes you more charismatic than you ever have been,” Ash told her, realizing what had happened to stop him from just abandoning her those weeks ago. Sure he’d known what was happening, but she’d been subtly working his emotions by gaming the system. “Plus, you just haven’t leveled enough times.”


  She was still sulking.


  “Hopefully the others are up there too. This town wouldn’t have the firepower to bring her down even if it hadn’t been mostly swallowed up by an evil demon.”


  “You there! Surrender at once!”


  They turned to find someone official looking pointing at them, with a huge and familiar orren behind him. The tiny Assassin/Warlock sat perched on the big shelf of a shoulder. The Druid sat cross-legged on the other shoulder, and the Monk stood beside them. And flanking these five, including the town official, were a dozen of the city guards.


  “I’m afraid I don’t know who you are,” Ash said, getting to his feet and dusting off his pants and shirt. He was hungry, he’d been dealing with a sulking, jealous girlfriend for the better part of two hours, and now his ship was out of reach. He wasn’t in what you’d call a reasonable frame of mind.


  “You have an actual problem on your hands,” Ash said, and got all three of the Blood cards ready. Boiling Blood first, so anybody who laid a hand on his girls would take a whole lot of retributive damage. Dragon’s Blood next, so he could stack up a whole bunch of Fireballs in his deck. Or possibly Tsunami, to level the playing field. “What you should be doing is protecting the townsfolk against the real threat, which is infernal, and running amok.”


  “We can do nothing to aid in the work of the priests,” the official said. “You, however, are accused of being the reason this plague has come to our fair town in the first place.”


  There it was at last.


  Ash chose Not a Fighter and wished once again it could affect a whole swath of people at once. To have a sweet multi-target intimidate power seemed like the type of thing he should have as a Bard. “I’m not your enemy,” he called out. “And if I was, go look at your town and see how dangerous I am. You either leave me alone, or prepare to die.”


  Once again, it seemed like the system was thrilled with his idea of him using social abilities along with doing a plain old skill check. It gave him Hearts (Charming) and activated Not a Fighter at the same time. It could be argued that the skill check worked far better than the Bard ability, because all the town guards started whispering among themselves and trading worried glances. Even the Monk and Assassin cast an uncertain glance at one another.


  “Don’t do it,” he warned again. “My people are trying to save this town.”


  His Hearts (Sly) check was enough to ensure nobody had seen him use an ability, overtaking their own weaker Staves (Sly) checks.


  “You’re writing a gigantic demonic circle in blood around the entire town!” the orren countered. This motherfucker had some serious resistances.


  Ash reached behind his back and motioned silently. “Oh, are you an expert on what’s demonic and what’s not, are you? Looks like we’ve found the demon worshipper, folks.”


  The orren’s gem eyes gleamed, even as the polished diamond cards fell into his hand. He then gestured to Ashley, and readied another ability.


  “I have with me a holy Cleric, and if we were demons—”


  “She could be an unholy Cleric of an infernal church, in service to an evil god and you know it,” the orren grumbled.


  “Can you handle getting away?” he asked Rachel quietly, under his breath.


  “Uh… yeah?”


  “Now turn yourselves in and face the town’s justice,” the orren said, having basically taken over the whole proceedings from the town magistrate.


  In a quick motion, Ash handed Ashley the cards and used Improved Telekinesis to lift her up off her feet. She sailed swiftly into the air while the orren bellowed in outrage. Rachel, for her part, did not start her getaway, but flicked a number of daggers out, landing them at the feet of the guardsmen and the magistrate in warning. For something that was weapon based, it still worked as an intimidation tactic, because only the orren, the Assassin and the Druid came forward, and the latter two were just taken for a ride. They also seemed pretty shocked at the turn of events.


  It wasn’t easy, getting Ashley all the way up into the Wind Runner, and it strained the mana, the further away she got. In no time she was nothing more than a speck against the night sky. He was just making a trajectory adjustment with his mana when a boulder crashed into him and swept him off his feet.


  He took 23 damage, ended up prone, and had a little bit of bleeding. That wouldn’t have been so bad, except that Rachel turned tail and bolted. A teensy long range healing spell hit him, and he was grateful that Ashley had the wherewithal to handle doing her job while being hundreds of meters in the air… and even more grateful that she’d gotten into the ship.


  And he was in snap decision mode. Oh, and Ashley hadn’t gotten into the ship.


  Until he got better Bard abilities, he was going to regret becoming one. Although Not a Fighter had paralyzed the magistrate and kept him from siccing the town guard on him, the other abilities just weren’t that good yet. Case in point: War Drums, Heavy Metal, Inspiring Song, and Elemental Barrier. He immediately cast Elemental Barrier and took a quick alleyway exit, before the orren smashed through the corner of the building and showered him with plaster dust.


  Then he grabbed up Improved Telekinesis, caught Ashley mid-fall, and gritted his teeth while his mana went streaming out of him. They didn’t have a sylphaen, one of those living clouds, or one of the avians, though he doubted they could carry people, seeing as how they were likely to be bird-folk and have hollow bones and such. 


  “Get back here, you delinquent! You owe Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater west Phoenix area, and you will be paying with every card I can squeeze out of your dead fucking body.”


  This fucking guy.


  Ash couldn’t move as he stared high up, placing Ashley higher and higher, then over to the right, so she’d only fall like five feet onto the deck. In the meantime, the orren careened through the tight alley, carving his way through on both sides, and grabbed up Ash just as he set Ashley down.


  If only she hadn’t become so necessary.


  He finally got one of the Blood cards: Boiling Blood, and cast it while held in the monster’s hands. Although he didn’t want to get hit for over 20 damage, he was rather happier to have the orren take all the damage Ash did.


  Boiling Blood


  Rare, Aura


  Wraps you and allies in a retaliatory aura that deals 8-30 Force damage to enemies on the first three hits taken, at which point the effect ends. Hits dealt are enhanced by 3-9 Force damage until the effect ends. Range: 5 meters. Duration: 3 hits taken. Cost: Very High Mana. Cooldown: 3 minutes.


  This card is part of a set. Add Sorcerer’s Blood and Dragon’s Blood to your action deck. Completed set bonus: effect duration is 9 hits taken.


  The moment the orren punched him, his entire hand exploded. Ash still took 21 damage, which still hurt a lot, but it was so gratifying to see the bastard take some damage. He hadn’t forgotten about the additional Force damage, but it didn’t apply to spells cast. So instead, he thrashed wildly at the hand holding him, and then when he was dropped, at the orren’s leg.


  “Go on, hit me again!” he shouted, punching and punching. It seemed that with his enhanced Quick, he could do plain old attacks faster than the orren could respond. Soon, a bluish phantom shield popped up over the surprised face of the elemental, and Ash didn’t let up. He dove away and cast the first Fireball. Almost immediately the blue shield cracked and shattered, only to be replaced by a bluish shield aura. Arcane Lance followed, blasting through that shield too. The second spell allowed him to get close and keep lashing out with his Force enhanced fists, that was until he was stabbed in the back by Mr. Tiny Assassin Warlock.


  Whatever ability that got used on him, it dealt 59 damage and renewed the bleeding effect. The good news was that the little Assassin Warlock took critical damage from Boiling Blood, which threw him a good 20 meters away to crash into and through the holy barrier erected by the clerics. He rolled to a stop already spattered with demonic taint.


  Ash looked to the orren. “That’s you next,” he snarled.


  ***


  Ash ended up down to 10 hit points when the first sniper shot hit him. It wasn’t like Evie’s normal attacks, which fired out globules of damage; this was a large syringe that stung like hell, and pumped some glowing mint-green goop into him. This immediately healed him for 8 damage, and promised another 25 over the course of five seconds.


  How Evie had hit him with her healing shot was beyond him. All he knew was that the Druid, the Monk and the orren Knight did indeed know how to fight as a unit, even missing their wizard, their assassin, and their fighter. Each of them was a bit weaker than him individually, but they were only fighting one, and he was trying to counter all three. And although he had done his level best, the cards kept not coming up the way he wanted. Everything he thought to do next wasn’t coming in his 4 card draw. Somehow, Dragon’s Blood hadn’t appeared in over eight rounds. Meaning one, he couldn’t get Dragonscale on and start taking less damage, and two, he couldn’t stack his deck with Fireballs.


  No, there it was.


  He activated Dragon’s Blood and groaned at his lack of mana. He’d have to resort to his bard abilities soon if he wasn’t careful.


  The Assassin was no longer an issue, and Ash had looped around to take on the Druid using the same sort of maneuver: get close, attack with the Force damage from Boiling Blood, let the Druid deal some damage, and laugh in pain while the retributive damage obliterated him. The Druid had taken himself out, just as two of the guardsmen had done when they dealt him only a handful of damage.


  It was the orren Knight that was the real issue. It and the Monk stayed steadily on his trail, and with hundreds of hit points, Ash had no good way of whittling the orren down. It was a game of hit and run that ended with the orren crashing through walls, destroying tables, chairs, crates, barrels, and in one case an entire cart stacked with cabbages. Although only a third of the town remained free of the demonic influence, this third was looking like a warzone.


  For now he was hidden on a roof, having done some creative climbing. The Monk would find him; it was only a matter of time.


  “Come down and turn your ship over,” the orren called. “Damages to this town will be billed to you, Ash Phoenix. The longer this goes on, the more debt you accrue.”


  “Who do I owe again?” he called out. He had healed up all 35 points of damage, but that wouldn’t give him much of an edge if he faced down the Knight directly.


  “Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater—”


  “Tell Ray Eastman he had me sign a faulty contract,” he yelled, enjoying the idea that he could cause the Knight damage just by being rude. “The ship evolved and reset the loan amount.”


  The Monk flipped up and onto the building nearby, so Ash edged around, hopefully out of sight. 


  “You misread or failed to read clause 9, subparagraph 7, article 4 of your agreement,” the orren Knight told him, and began parroting the words by heart somehow. “In the event of the vehicle’s transformation based on the afore signed’s level and specifications, the loan amount shall be multiplied by a factor—”


  That pissed him off, and he popped up to give the Monk a Fireball at range. The orc registered the spell a second before impact and cartwheeled away off the roof using an ability called Slippery, though the explosion blasted her into a wild tumble that ended with her crashing into a roof and rolling off, falling another several meters to the street below. It wasn’t a killing shot; the Monk started to rise almost immediately.


  There was only one way this was going to end. Before he ran himself out of mana, and while he had the card he wanted drawn, Ash dropped to the ground and went to find the orren.


  

   
  




  Interlude VI- Like A Wood Chipper


  Kayle put her hands on her knees and panted for a few seconds. Sweat had her hair stuck to the side of her face, and obscuring one eye. Behind her, a stalactite cracked off and fell, impaling an already dead creature with a sound that should’ve horrified her. Instead she shrugged it off, like she had a thousand others.


  She’d lost some health. She’d gone through a whole lot of prepared spells. She’d killed an absolute ton of enemies with her bare hands, and a handful of weapons she’d used while Tellek wasn’t watching.


  It was nearly time.


  If you envisioned a dungeon as an ant farm, you’d need every room to be facing the outer glass edge, or have a sight line on your ants. This was principally why every dungeon level was long, included a stairwell or ladder directly down, and the level continued in the opposite direction. It was fantastically wide, this structure, sometimes ten or even twelve rooms if they were cramped. Kayle had yet to meet a room that was too large or complex as a result, though there were some clever hidden rooms she’d missed for days and days before realizing they existed.


  One floor might have a false tile, leading into a crawlspace that seemed to be the ceiling bulging toward her on the next level down. Other levels sloped downward and widened out. She initially thought the extra space was simply solid rock. It usually wasn’t. Instead, this strange game Tellek had constructed almost never wasted space. She found a breakable section of the ceiling that led to a teleportation pad, which gave her access to enemies several levels below, instead of forcing her to fight her way through them day in and day out.


  Because make no mistake, this extra-dimensional bivouac Tellek had constructed was on its way out. Expressionism had given way to post-expressionism. The still life had first melted from a ghastly thing into a series of paint splatters, a Jackson Pollock but without any of the talent or inspiration, and those colors had run together into a sickly neon green color field that seemed to thrum at her eyes the first and only time she looked at it. Mark Rothko never would have chosen a mood like this for his paintings. It was like taking a bath in radioactive waste, but with your mind.


  When that hideous Rothko wannabe had appeared, she put her plan into overdrive. It was time to try, pointless as it seemed. She would’ve much rather died of old age than for this cause, though she was prepared to accept death here and now, the fight was still in her.


  She jogged to the stairwell, headed down, and dove just as the first of the lunging creatures did its customary lunge. She raked its back with some class


  Just yesterday, she’d located yet another teleport in yet another large downslope area, where the ceiling dropped down and gave up enough space for a complete room to exist. Sure enough, she’d found it, the teleport pad an extensive ritual diagram that lit up when she set foot upon it. And it took her several more levels down, closer to the place where she hadn’t attacked the three joint areas of the ant farm.


  If you considered it like an ant farm, the glass containing the thing was fused to the dungeon walls on either end. This made perfect sense. It wasn’t, however, fused to the dungeon walls in the middle. When she obtained reward cards Tellek would never let her pick up, some of them slipped down between the rock and the glass. In a few cases she found the reward cards a full level down, having slipped through the tiny gaps and fluttered to the floors. This meant she subtly assaulted the attachment points on either end of the ant farm, level by level, melting and dissolving whatever arcane glue stuck the see through substance that wasn’t glass to the shifting, changing dungeon wall but she had also discovered it connected to the dungeon down a stripe of the center.


  So she’d gone to work, meticulously fighting her way down each level, making sure to cast the proper spells to dissolve the adhesive in the place where reward cards didn’t fall through, but instead got stuck.


  There were a ton of unknowns associated with breaking free, starting with whether or not she would grow to full size, or whether her diminished size would mean lower damage.


  She also needed a way out. Currently, she was sitting on Deck Erector, but it wasn’t going to ramp up to the really good cards, and she didn’t know if the card she needed would ever come, let alone arrive in time. It never worked very fast, and she spent every morning throwing cards out of her inventory on the sly. She couldn’t risk Tellek finding them.


  With another surge, she carved her way through monster after monster, these ones furry abominations with too many heads and legs to make any sense. Every head was unbearably cute, which didn’t bother her in the slightest. Not after going through enemies here like a wood chipper.


  These inventions humans had on their old earth were quite impressive, if you were addicted to destruction, or speed, or both. Kayle had a lot of respect for a culture that could turn ancient sludge into magic to power their civilization.


  It was too bad the Esotericum had erased their entire world, and the only way she could save them in a pinch was to turn their whole world inside out by introducing magic.


  Kayle stopped herself from thinking about it, and instead carved a path of devastation down, and through, and down.


  Now was the time. After each wave of monster, to save on spell slots, she started zipping her Sorcerer spells off, hitting the adhesive with some of her more covert Acid Spray or Lava Burst spells. Sorcerers were typically elemental focused, so acid wasn’t easy to come by.


  “Last… one,” she panted, and headed down to the lowest level. The staircase didn’t want to allow this, but she made sure to bounce the head of one creature or another off each step just to ensure all the traps had been sprung.


  From there, she was also forced to shuck and weave, kill and retreat, two steps forward and one step back the whole way. Being on the lowest level meant constant spike traps, lava traps, flame jets, exploding carcasses, the works. Ash would’ve recognized the Diabolus lower levels of Hell right away, and would’ve congratulated her on how little she ended up dying. Diabolus was an infamously hard game at the lowest—hardest—levels, where bulbous demons dragged swollen bodies around and exploded with killing force, or vomited up little versions of themselves, or required you to backtrack for something like half an hour, kiting the goddamn unkillable nightmare before slogging back through the whole blasted corpse-strewn battlefield just to get to the next set of enemies.


  She had never seen a real ant farm with her two eyes, but instead only ‘saw’ them in her mind’s eye, from a collection of earth knowledge.


  The internet was a very strange and confusing place, if place was even the right word for it. Her knowledge of ant farms was one part photographic, one part from cartoons, and another part memetic. Memes… were strange.


  “Ah, you’ve reached the very lowest level,” Tellek said from seemingly everywhere around her.


  Kayle blinked all the memes away and blasted several more creatures back with a wand card she’d picked up two levels ago.


  He wasn’t supposed to be paying attention. She hoped, with every bit of hope she could still muster, that he hadn’t see the gap developing at the top of the ant farm.


  Did he know already? Was he ready with a simple spell that would fix the torture chamber dungeon back to its original state with zero effort? A thrill of hopelessness and terror shot through her. She had tried so hard over the last weeks, and she knew for sure he could undo all her effort with a simple spell.


  No. She didn’t accept that she would watch helplessly from in here while the walls melted and the magic soup of all creation came in here and turned her into pure potential. Fuck that.


  She engaged a spell she’d never used in front of him before, which rendered her undetectable by all means, starting with the magical. She grinned as, outside, the gigantic form of Tellek yelped and jumped out of his slowly collapsing easy chair. By now, it was a Brutalist slab of raw, unpainted concrete in roughly the shape of a recliner.


  She rushed to one end, vaulting over monsters and demons, ducking under the imps flying in or the globs of black bile they vomited out, and blasted the one edge of the ant farm with another jet of acid. She was down a good third of her mana already, and wasn’t even concerned with surviving a showdown with Tellek after this. She just needed out.


  “Kayle?” Tellek roared. “What are you doing?”


  Although she had two spots where the glass was certainly attached, she didn’t have the mana to get both. She had to bank on the structural integrity of this prison being weak enough to let her out after one final bolt.


  She took a wash of black acidic gunk from a demon on the shoulder, which immediately set her nerves on fire from collar bone to elbow. Screaming, she let loose with her last trump card, a spherical explosion of Force damage that threw everything on the floor away from her. It wasn’t calculated to ensure a lot of destruction, but did give her the time she needed to hurdle several demonic bodies, leap through a hole in the volcanic rock that served as a dangerous door, and come up to the central spine of the ant farm.


  “Moment of truth,” she hissed, though Tellek heard no sound. With one last acid bath on the glass’s adhesive in the ant farm’s center, she sucked in a deep breath and started in with her strongest telekinetic spell, along with several more weaker Force blasts.


  “What?” Tellek demanded, though he got no answer. Instead he brought his face close to the ant farm, seeing no spells splashing against the glass. And like a tree freshly cut, the first several inches took an impossibly long amount of time. The glass seemed to hang about two inches away from the frame, until finally it made the decision to fall after all.


  Kayle didn’t wait, but instead darted to one side and shoved her body against the glass, making for the edge she’d detached completely. If Tellek knew what he was doing, and she had every reason he did, he could just snap his fingers and clap the glass back onto the side of the ant farm.


  With that in mind she ran for her life. As the glass fell away and down, she experienced the first twinges of hope in this gods forgotten place. And then the glass smacked Tellek in the face, the flare of hope grew into the first feeling of triumph since being imprisoned here.


  She squeaked out, and shouted up into the nonexistent sky.


  Okay. Now what?


  She hadn’t planned further than this. It had taken all of her resources, including exposing her Sorcerer abilities, to get here.


  One glance back behind her showed tiny demons, imps and clouds of pestilence swarming out of the dungeon and out onto Tellek’s stunned form.


  A loud squelch brought her out of a very satisfying viewing experience. She peered around, and found that in the center of the room, a large dollop of stuff had fallen from the ceiling, splattering on the floor and looking something like melting ice cream, if ice cream were made of every color and substance possible. It should’ve been made of white drop ceiling tile, the kind that made up nearly every dental office and doctor’s office in suburban USA, but that was barely visible, and all the wrong colors.


  The stuff oozed outwards like it was melting, but also dissolving into ribbons of colorful smoke. Above it, a hole now allowed a view of the aetheric space between realities, which was both hypnotic and terribly wrong.


  The pocket reality was collapsing.


  “Oh fuck,” she muttered, a moment before the rest of the ceiling began to collapse in on them, and pure cosmic stuff rushed into the vacuum to take its place.


  

   
  




  36- The Full Treatment


  The orren made attack after attack, swinging wildly with its gigantic fists. Cracks showed in some of the stones that made it up, and it had picked up an entirely new hand somewhere along the way, though it didn’t match the color of the rest of its body. It went after him so hard, in fact, that he saw spiderwebbing cracks in both hands as they smashed into the walls of buildings, into the cobbles, and into everything else that wasn’t Ash.


  “You… killed… my… friends…” the creature growled in between attacks.


  “Oh come now, none of them are really dead.” The Assassin might be worse off than that… but he wasn’t about to mention that.


  Clerics ran up, eyeing the pair and trying to give the melee a wide berth. They whirled and began to reestablish the perimeter, just a few feet in front of where Ash and the orren were squaring off.


  He’d been so frustrated at the creature’s stubborn insistence on not taking damage, that he’d almost given up and just run circles around the slow moving Knight. All the others were the type of being he could take on, but this thing had high resistances, no vulnerabilities, tons of hit points, and even more armor. Worse, it could use existing rock and stone material to replace missing parts, though it didn’t appear to regenerate hit points. Small mercy, that, but he wasn’t a third of the way through the orren’s health track. Ash, meanwhile was just about out of health, out of mana, and out of stamina.


  With all that in mind, he grabbed up a piece of broken wall from the orren’s rampage, and with Improved Telekinesis whipped it into the creature from behind even as he dove aside. The orren seemed to get the idea that it should also move out of the way, but it was also an indomitable tank, so it merely turned to regard the oncoming wall section.


  It was taken off its feet and went tumbling into the infection zone. And even then, it went end over end only once before skidding to a stop in a perfectly executed three point superhero crouch, glaring at him.


  “Phoenix!” the thing bellowed, and even started running before it faltered and stopped. Peering at its arms and hands, it glanced up at him, then back down at the spreading patches of blackness.


  “What… did you do?” it asked. “What is this?”


  The barrier sprang into place again, a few meters shy of the spreading blackness over the cobbles, the suddenly-wilting plants, the ravening males of every race slobbering black ooze everywhere, and the more seductive forms of the females with the black ooze peeled away to reveal their assets. And of course, the orren.


  It marched up to the barrier and slammed two mismatched, colossal fists against it, but nothing happened. Nor did anything happen over the course of another dozen blows.


  “Get me out of here, Phoenix,” the thing said, pounding and pounding.


  “And have you smash me into paste while you spread the infernal taint of He Who Slumbers? No thank you.”


  It pointed a craggy finger. “Let me out of here, now.” The little Assassin had joined him, frothing and slobbering black stuff all over the inside of the barrier as it scrabbled uselessly against the flat panel of glass.


  “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  “Ash!” The thing thundered. “Ash I’ll kill—” It stopped, as the blackness coalesced over the whole thing, and its gem eyes both bled to rubies. Then it started flinging black gravel this way and that, slamming itself against the barrier over and over again. Talking was no longer possible.


  It had been taken.


  ***


  It wasn’t hard to get aboard the ship now that the repo team was no longer a thing he needed to be concerned with. None of the afflicted with the taint of He Who Slumbers knew to throw the black goo in the air, and the bits that managed to get that high bounced off what looked like a soap bubble of divine magic, producing iridescent flashes.


  The town had shrunk by something like 80%, with only the central buildings and a thin line to the town’s edge remaining. Luckily, for now the clerical order held their ground, keeping the monsters in, even while the strain of doing so meant more and more frequent lapses in the barrier, and the barrier enlarging.


  The Wind Runner had been docked just above the town hall building.


  “We have your assurances that this ritual will revert the town to normal,” the magistrate said, eyeing Ash.


  Ash met Evie’s eyes, and the nellwyn nodded, smiling faintly.


  “Seeing as how we have no choice in the matter any longer, it appears you have our permission to go through with your ritual at the earliest convenience.”


  “That’s good,” Evie said. “I’m afraid the ritual is already begun.”


  The magistrate’s displeasure was palpable, but he was also being more practical than infuriated. “I would request you airlift survivors to safety until this matter is concluded, and I’m afraid that request is not made politely. We are aware that a repossession team was partly to blame for the expansion of the infected area, and that repossession team was here after your delinquent loan payment. By the contract you signed, you should be held liable for all damages resulting from your battle with the bounty hunters.”


  Ash was simply exhausted, and shrugged. He simply retired back on deck and let Evie and the twins handle things. Zirennia and Rachel met him on the way back to the captain’s quarters.


  Below, Mizu and Netsu were opening the cargo bay doors in the bow section of the hull, and people were beginning to stream into the mostly empty cargo hold… where they’d had the orgy.


  “Unfortunately your friends are stuck inside the barrier,” Zirennia said.


  The quest to purge the lands of the taint of He Who Slumbers was sitting at 495, not quite double. Still enough to feel overwhelming.


  “I hope this works,” he said, and sighed. It was up to Ashley now. He tried not to let that idea fill him with dread. Ashley had always been able to do whatever she decided she wanted: get a good job, impress important people, have him lead on girls at clubs and then take him home and fuck him. She’d successfully kept him for years despite treating him like shit, always reinforcing the rope of their fraying relationship just enough to stop him from leaving. She was indeed a focused, talented, capable person, if a very fucking selfish one.


  “The perimeter has to hold,” he said, exhausted. Lucifer and Jezebel were in thrall to the thing, so they couldn’t assist with the Purifying Orb he’d given Lucy.


  “We’ll take care of it,” Evie said. “I have a radiant shot now, and the twins got weapons to use.”


  “What?”


  “We saved an item shop owner and he gave us some radiant damage weapons,” Evie told him. “Now go get some rest, okay? We’ve got this.”


  “We do have a surprise for you,” Rachel told him, as Evie turned to start working on the solution.


  “Oh?”


  They conveyed him back to the captain’s quarters, and the door swung open to reveal Aria standing there, bearing a silver platter. The little goblin was grinning mischievously and swill wearing her barmaid’s outfit. Or… was her pleated skirt shorter than before? Was there an increase in visible cleavage? Her breasts were contained by a frilly white number and framed by the brown leather and cloth thing he didn’t have a name for, which made it practically impossible to pull his eyes away. A flick of his gaze up to his face told him she knew exactly what her outfit was doing to him.


  “Captain?” she said coquettishly. The naughtiness in her eyes definitely did not match the cutesy lilt in her voice.


  “Aria,” he said. “I’m so glad you’re not a demon-tainted succubus. It’s lovely to see you, but I am dead tired.”


  “Of course,” she said, and pulled the large top of the silver serving platter to reveal several bottles of different shapes, sizes, and colored labels. Beneath these lay Rachel’s panties.


  “It’s going to be like that, is it?” he asked.


  “If the captain wishes it, he will receive a full service, full body massage, and cuddle companion for sleep,” Aria replied, with that wicked goblin grin of hers.


  “I’d be thrilled,” he said, and sprawled out on the bed.


  Down below, the battle continued to rage, but it wasn’t Ash’s fight now. He’d done what he needed to do, in order to secure Ashley and Evie the time they needed. They could handle it. A quick look through his Familiar’s eyes showed that they were handling it.


  He felt hands stripping off his shirt, then his pants, and obliged them by lifting his hips. His socks were removed as well, which struck him as more intimate.


  “I’m going to use a cleansing item on you,” Aria purred in his ear.


  “Yes please,” he murmured, and immediately felt a wonderfully refreshing sensation dripping onto his back, and pooling around the crack of his ass. It smelled… like heaven. It smelled like spring rain, and cinnamon buns, and cool mint mouthwash all at the same time, but not in a gross way. Aria’s hands spread this stuff all over his back, his armpits, over his shoulders, his arms, his hands, and in between each finger. She poured a line of the stuff down each leg and rubbed it over each muscle, then spent a long time on each of his feet. She massaged the cleansing potion in there, between each of his toes, and he nearly squirmed it felt so odd. She was straddling him, and probably naked, because he could feel the heat radiating from between her legs, on his own.


  “I’m glad you’re not ticklish,” she told him, pressing her thumbs into his foot.


  “I am,” he groaned, wondering how he’d gotten painfully hard while having his feet massaged, “but you’re not tickling… are you magic?”


  “Honey, we’re all magic now,” she said. “Now turn over before I pop one of your little piggies into my mouth.”


  He would’ve been grossed out, except he smelled fresh and clean, and the potion was dissolving all the dirt, grime, and oil on his body.


  When he turned over, she dutifully ignored his throbbing erection and ran the potion over the rest of his body: up his legs, over his hips and abs, chest, arms, neck, and especially around his face. She made sure to rub some into and behind his ears, and then through all of his hair. Being a little goblin, she had to get right in his face to reach, and she was grinning the whole time.


  “You don’t need to massage this stuff into my skin, do you?” He asked quietly, smiling.


  “Oh of course not, honey, I just haven’t been able to play with a hunk of meat like this in, hmm… twenty or maybe twenty-five years.” She continued to work, and he closed his eyes to really revel in the sensations of being massaged. “Your girlfriend is a lucky girl.”


  “Mm-hmm,” he told her. Ashley was lucky indeed. “All of them.”


  She froze, and after a few moments when she hadn’t started the massage back up, he opened his eyes.


  “All of them?”


  “The catgirl and the deer girl are the newest two,” he told her.


  “Don’t tell me… the water and the lava girl also?”


  “Mm-hmm,” he said lazily. He wanted to get his cock back in Mizu especially, both to smooth things out and to experience the sensation of her squirting again. It was a shame how things were going, though he was rather enjoying the idea of violating Netsu’s ass again and again, and making her beg for it.


  “You some kind of magic pervert then?” she asked, massaging his traps and collar bone. “You bewitched all these girls to worship that big swinging dick I see between your legs? You bewitching me?”


  “Nope,” he said. “Everybody gets the chance to tell me no, to leave my crew, or just work instead of joining the group.”


  She was massaging his shoulders and dragging her pussy up and down over his abs, which had become more like a washboard than at any other time of his life. He’d always had a bit of a beer and bread belly, but all that had been sucked up by all the exercise, and sexercise.


  “I do have a special card,” he said. “Lets me be compatible with any partner.”


  She looked over her shoulder, and Ash felt the change. Somehow, and he didn’t know how, his cock became far more girthy, and the head flared out more. Knobbly bits started to protrude outwards.


  Also, it was green.


  Aria cooed over the change, unable to keep up her massage, instead just staring at the transformation that had come over him.


  “You forgot to cleanse part,” he told her, and enjoyed her mischievous smile grow. Being a goblin, she had a pretty terrifying smile, but he wasn’t worried, since healing magic brought people back to life and regrew limbs and shit.


  “I wanted to spend a little extra time there,” she said, and started drizzling the tiniest amount onto the head of his cock, down the whole length, and then more liberally around the area. 


  The handjob that began was tentative, but became firmer and more relaxed as she went along. She spent no great amount of time anywhere, and soon Ash put his hands behind his head to prop himself up enough to watch her work.


  Aria claimed to be 57, though she wore the body of an adorable, wicked little goblin perhaps in her 20’s. More adorable, she was seated in the middle of his torso, green ass flushed red, and little goblin feet splayed off to each side of her body. Her ears were wider than her shoulders, and there was an honest-to-God trail of moisture from where she’d been grinding on him. He reached out with one hand and cupped one ass cheek.


  “What do you think?” he asked. “You want to join my crew? Or just head back to life in the tavern once the town is back to normal?”


  “Mmmm,” she said, and backed her ass further up into his hand.


  She clearly proved that she had Evie and even Ashley outclassed in the skill department. Far outclassed. He was struggling and straining not to pop off after only five or ten minutes of a handjob. This was unheard of. He wasn’t about to climax just from having her work him with her hands. There was his pride to consider, and that was without even considering the xp situation.


  “Hold on,” he said, breathing heavily. If he could focus on his breathing instead of the heavenly sensation of her lubed up hands stroking up and then down in 


  “What’s wrong, honey?” she asked, not stopping.


  “If you keep… I’ll…”


  “You’ll be all right,” she said, and kept going.


  He wanted to feel her sheathe him, though. It seemed such a waste to—


  She dipped her head and took his cock into her mouth, and that was it. He shouted, slithered a hand into her hair, and came hard. He also came a lot. He hadn’t expected to get more than five good pumps before his output tapered off, but something this woman was doing to him caused him to keep his back arched up off the bed. It went on, and on, until at last he thought maybe she was somehow sucking the soul straight out of his body. He seriously felt like perhaps this might cause him actual pain.


  At last he felt the orgasm recede to its normal level, and Aria release his member. She turned to look at him, with a streak of seed dripping down the side of her mouth, and gulped loudly while maintaining hard eye contact. She then licked around her mouth, and scooped the rest up before licking it off her finger.


  “That card of yours really helps you do the trick,” she said, clearly pleased.


  His performance wasn’t on account of the card, though he was starting to wonder. He’d blasted off longer and harder now than he ever had in his life, which wasn’t unusual considering what was happening to his body. What was strange was the idea he was climaxing multiple times a day, and producing more semen in one post-apocalyptic orgasm than he had in a week or two of sex with Ashley.


  Whenever she’d gone after a new record (they’d managed fourteen days in a row before a particularly bad hangover prevented her from having sex with him on day fifteen), his output had diminished steadily. The opposite was happening now.


  “You’re a young buck, eh?” Aria asked, smirking. “Ready to go again?”


  It turned out he was, and she promised to use ‘this young new body of hers’ to do all the work. She then proceeded to squat over his renewed erection, take the even thicker, even more knobby club he now sported, and slowly work it all the way up into her, grunting and groaning in satisfaction as she went.


  It also turned that, sometime into their session, Zirennia had somehow stealthed into the room and was masturbating furiously.


  “Aw honey, you ain’t gotta do that over there alone. Get that booty over here and park it on our man’s face.”


  Zirennia wandered over in a daze, enrapt, watching her hips rise and fall, and her hands roam up and down her own green-skinned little body, head thrown back and blissful sighs escaping.


  “How does she feel?” The tiefling asked him quietly. She still had a hand between her legs.


  “She’s soooo tight,” he said, “and so wet. Slippery, smooth.”


  “Your boy’s nice and thick,” Aria told her, straining and moaning. “Just like mama likes.”


  The bed shifted just a tad as she crawled up onto it, and she got into position with one leg on either side of his body. This left her very close to the action, and she made several strangled noises of pleasure watching Aria work.


  Ash stared up at the short white tail and the tawny fur, then grabbed on and pulled her body down onto his face.


  

   
  




  37- While Ash Was He Who Slumbers


  By the time he finished with Aria and Zirennia, slept, woke again, found Rachel at the foot of his bed, had his way with her, slept again, then woke again, it was over. He immediately pulled up the quest log when he woke, tangled in sheets with Aria and Rachel to one side of him, and Zirennia to the other. So many hands and legs were on him that he completely missed Evie’s small hand resting on his pectoral muscle, from where she was sleeping just above his head. For the time being, he also missed the twins on either side of the bed, spooning Rachel and Zirennia.


  This was the life.


  Instead of detangling himself from the press of bodies, he gave a mental command d to Waffles to give him a replay of what had happened while he was getting the VIP treatment from Aria. His good boy perked right up off his paws and made an inquisitive ‘hrf’ sound before popping up to his paws and trotting off the top of the aft castle.


  In the mind of Waffles, he had peered down over the ship’s rail to see the energy surging along the lines of the runic circle. Somehow, Ashley’s words drifted out over the distance, up through the atmosphere to the pup’s ears, a series of gibberish words designed to perform three main actions: first imprison and then second cut off the demonic presence, before purging it from the affected environment and beings. First and foremost, the words finalized the barrier, creating a perimeter the size of the entire town, which shocked everything affected.


  At that moment, a terrible howl had gone up. The Oren, the infected clerics, all the people… and every piece of unliving matter saturated with the oily blackness was screaming in rage and pain in that moment. Waffles had cringed away from the screaming stones, trees, cobbles, chimneys, roof tiles… all of it.


  All of them had surged toward the barrier erected by the clerics then, and in several places broke through. They flooded out into the few streets still untouched, attempting to catch and infect everything still free, but they found no one. All of them had been evacuated to the top of the central temple building, and the infected sprinted towards empty building after empty building.


  Like the Fallen Goddess he’d fought, the succubus and the rage monsters no longer felt the presence of of He Who Slumbers buoying them up from within. They wailed and shrieked at the loss.


  The vermin, birds and other wildlife had instinctually fled the area, so there was no real danger of the presence of the demon spreading beyond the clerical barrier. And now, with the perimeter in place, Ashley held the entirety of the town in her hands.


  As she continued to say the words, reading through the script provided by Zirennia, the second circle of the ritual diagram begin to brighten from within. Light spread over the elaborate diagram, feeding on residual mana from the blood, and also from within the candles and diamonds.


  He considered this. Diamonds weren’t listed as batteries of mana either on their cards. This was the second use he’d thought of for them that just wasn’t on the card at all. He hoped there was more to the gems he had on him than just coins, and e was delighted to have some affirmation of that fact.


  Below Waffles, in the Familiar’s memory of the event, the second circle was completed. The demonic goo that made up the infection of He Who Slumbers had been going apeshit for a good long while, whipping off both creatures and inanimate objects alike, looking a bit like a goth coral reef, with evil anemones swaying and lashing out everywhere.


  This immediately stopped when Ashley roared some words out into the night. All of them, the whole town over, at the same moment all slumped to the ground as though gravity had just doubled, tripled, quadrupled. The black stuff was pulled out way from the highest heights of the taller buildings, peeled away and oozing out into the streets.


  Waffles could see in color; it was part of the Familiar bonus package. He could also see (an more importantly smell) mana as it passed, wafted, and in this case exploded outwards from the diamonds. Mana of white was tinged with sun yellow, and spiraled up out of the diamonds to join a coalescing circle of mana now as large around as the town, a thick cable growing into an even thicker braid, something seeming thin from up here but perhaps a meter thick. Then two meters. Then three.


  Ashley’s voice was hoarse. She’d been casting this ritual for over two hours, and seemed forever. Ash sped though some of this in his mind, able to handle the expedited time because it was all happening at the speed of thought. Into the third and final circle, the holy light of divinity spread out further. This was the most intricate, the most involved, with tiny runic words inscribed all the way around the town some thirty meters away. Although from here they looked tiny, they were probably all a meter tall each, these letters.


  And it went on for four additional hours. Ashley’s voice grew more and more hoarse as time went on. A syringe of healing liquid from Evie hit her, helping cure her flagging voice. Evie appeared some time later, and instead of saying anything, simply stared at her expectantly, as if telling Ashley not to flag and falter in speaking the eldritch words or tracing out complicated motions with her hands. There was no way she knew how to do those hand motions, but here she was looping her hands around, spreading them out, making the gestures.


  Ash sped this up even further, and watched as the vast lake of black stuff peeled away from the people, the trees, the houses, everything. By now the candles were burned low, and very little mana was leaking out of the diamonds.


  A ripple spread across the huge, singular mass of blackness, exponentially larger than the Fallen Goddess, and in a sudden move it blasted upwards like a fountain. Nothing less than a column the size of a house soared up, and smashed into a radiant bubble of energy before splashing back down to earth.


  By now the people amongst the stuff were struggling to get away, screaming, thrashing, while some of them had frozen and were staring around in wonder and horror. Some of those people, those closest to the center of the mass, were sucked under the knee deep black sludge, while some of them got to higher ground. Several trees and bushes were torn free of the soil and upended, while others remained untouched.


  Lights exploded from within it. These were punctuated by lashing hand motions from Ashley. Every time she spread her fingers out, a light bubbled up inside the blackness, popping a bubble of black stuff and sending streamers of smoke up into the sky. Soon it looked very much like a pot of black stew was boiling, and every bubble was made of discordant holy light.


  And it was over. At some point in the midst of the doubling and bubbling and toiling and troubling, the black thing died. The thing wasn’t writhing aimlessly, sucking people under, or wrenching stones out of building walls. It just… stopped. More holy light appeared and burned at it from within, but it was like kicking a dead horse at this point: the thing didn’t respond at all, but instead just flopped and took the damage. Very slowly, Ashley’s repeated bursts of magical words and hand motions destroyed the infernal blackness.


  From here he watched as the Wind Runner returned to the surface, admitting the clerics first, who searched for scraps of dead demonic tissue to purge. Ashley collapsed in the circle reserved for her, and the light died out, only to have Evie rush to her aid.


  Ash watched it all, and went back to look at the aftermath of the situation. Ashley: helped back onto the ship, the twins and Evie helping her. The magistrate: coordinating a response, along with the guardsmen.


  Then he had a thought, and decided it was time to review the Quest Log.


  Quest: Will of the Divine. You have been tasked by the clerical order and become a divine conduit through which their will may be done. That will is to eradicate any demonic incursion into this world by He Who Slumbers and all who carry His vile mark.


  Obtain the method by which the taint of He Who Slumbers may be severed and banished. 1/1


  Decipher the method of severing and banishing. 1/1


  Eradicate the taint of He Who Slumbers: 2,287/3,002


  Reward: +holy Achievement and associated boon, +1 class level, +random coin rewards, +holy item rewards, +reputation with the church, +further Quest options.


  Note: Quest rewards will increase, should the number of tainted likewise increase.


  Ash swore. When they’d arrived, the number of afflicted had been under three hundred. It had ballooned out with this town, and was now sitting at just under eight hundred. Meaning the affliction was spreading. Yet, when he’d last checked his Quest Log, they had eradicated a single target: Fallen Goddess. Meaning they’d just ‘liberated’ 2,286 infected people, buildings, trees, shrubs, and maybe house pets. That boggled the mind.


  Mostly he was impressed (surprised) by Ashley’s sudden burst of competence. He shouldn’t have; she thrived under pressure. Even out of her element she had been remarkably capable in attaching herself to him, like a tick. She had quickly found that simply being in his presence wasn’t enough to keep her safe and the number one person in his retinue. Now that he had half a dozen other ‘girlfriends’ on his ship’s crew, she needed to distinguish herself to keep her place, and this ritual cemented that, and then some. That resilience, that tenacity, these were quite commendable in Ash’s eyes.


  They were forming quite the adventuring party now: one heavy hitter in Netsu, one quick striker in Mizu, a versatile ranged attacker and control with Evie, now two spellcasters, and finally a Rogue in Rachel. He was the combat caster, while he hoped to keep Zirennia as the utility and support caster.


  If only he wasn’t fighting the evil god of madness or whatever. If only time outside of towns and cities wasn’t fraught with Random Encounters. He wished, right now more than anything, to be able to find the blue mage who had saved his life at the beginning of all this, and get some questions answered.


  Story Quest: Find the Blue Mage. Although there is plenty on this world to occupy your time and there are plenty of reasons to focus here, the blue mage did save your life, and deserves your attention in return.


  Find the location of the blue mage: 0/1


  Reward: +1 double rare or higher class reward card, +1 class level, +1 double rare or higher class item, +reputation, +further Quest options.


  Will you accept this quest? Y/N


  Curious why the Quest had only showed itself now, he reasoned that it was probably waiting for him to get powerful enough. The red mages who’d attacked the blue mage had been throwing around world-altering power. He was throwing fireballs, while they were lashing out with spells that literally remade the earth into what they’d wanted.


  He hadn’t considered it before: what had the red mages wanted? Why had the blue one stopped them, if it had cost her her freedom, and caused her so much pain? It seemed in that moment that, perhaps, if there were two warring factions of mages from, let’s say, a different reality, they had differing ideas on how to treat realities that hadn’t been brought into the fold. Or perhaps the red mages had just wanted to strip mine all of earth’s resources like that Will Smith movie, grind the earth to dust using their magic, uncaring for all the people on it, and use them for some grander purpose. Or an evil purpose.


  There was no doubt that other beings existed that had no use for the labels of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, such as He Who Slumbers.


  Which brought up other questions: had He Who Slumbers just been created by the world of earth, shifting into its magical and divine reality? Was it instead also some kind of multiversal adversary that he had no real hope of thwarting? The presence of the Cthulhu monsters in the corrupted pantheon in his dream suggested these were just tropes taken from earth and made manifest in order to satisfy earth’s new system: to challenge the people here for whatever reason, and give them rewards after overcoming those challenges.


  On the other hand, he was pretty sure Lucy had never mentioned He Who Slumbers as a Lovecraft creation. Nyarlathotep and the King in Yellow, sure. Shoggoths and Hounds of Tyndalos and Migos and other weird cosmic monsters, like the color out of time and space. All those things had been named in Lovecraft’s work, because Lucy was a diehard Lovecraft enthusiast and had forced him to play a bunch of complicated, nearly impossible board games. He’d read the stories too, and told Ash all about it. But He Who Slumbers hadn’t been mentioned, ever.


  So it was possible, one, that He Who Slumbers had been real before earth became what it was. It was possible, two, that He Who Slumbers had just been created whole cloth by the system in order to make the Assimilator scourge from Nova Corridor into a justifiable enemy. The system that now covered all of earth had seemed to create a history and mythology for the evil demon god out of nowhere.


  In terms of fighting the thing, it didn’t actually matter. Right now, on this earth, it was real and needed to be fought, before it spread further. Ash cared about the xp and the rewards for the victory over He Who Slumbers less than putting all the inky dark succubus stuff back in the Pandora’s Box he’d opened when refusing to kill Darren and Rachel in the first place. Sure the rewards were good, but the nagging guilt he felt wasn’t cool and he didn’t want that hanging over his head. He didn’t regret freeing Rachel. She was great. She had been helpful, both in having the exact card Zirennia needed to unlock the secret to the ritual, and in having the skillset necessary to help he and Ashley get the diamonds for the ritual.


  She was part of his adventuring party now, if she elected to stay. She was also going to be his fuck toy, if she decided to stay, because some part of him really enjoyed giving her orders, and then watching her squirm when she got off on following them.


  For now, he drifted back off to sleep, surrounded by his harem.


  

   
  




  38- Ultimate Power


  He did end up collecting a lot of xp just from fighting the repo team. However, the encounter with Aria and Zirennia was lucrative as well.


  Congratulations! You’ve not only charmed this partner, you’ve coaxed her to come join your crew. This user interface commends you on your efforts, though mostly you let your partners do the work. You’ve received the following rewards:


  *Relationship rewards: +14 points, +1400 xp applied to your classes


  *Crossing the Relationship threshold from Acquaintances to Casual Friends: +1,000 xp applied to your classes


  *Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *First time with this partner: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Threesome: 5,000 xp +1 rare reward card


  *Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card


  *Indulging your partner’s kink: 5,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card


  Total: 18,000 xp, 1 rare and 4 uncommon reward cards (2,400 xp applied equally to both classes)


  The Relationship gain was relatively tiny now that he was into Journeyman, and splitting xp between Sorcerer and Bard. It wasn’t even a single level in either of them, though he was getting close because of all the combat earlier, with the repossession team of bounty hunters.


  The reward cards were nice though. He got another two copies of Elemental Blast, which he could combine into a copy of Fireball, Tsunami, or another of the elemental attacks.


  The Bard abilities were even better. Well, the first one wasn’t. It was just a copy of War Drums, which he hadn’t yet used and couldn’t see himself using.


  However, the second he pulled up was called Radiant Song, and this both comforted allies by healing them a tiny bit, and dealt radiant damage to any enemies who could hear him as the power of his voice literally burned with the power of the sun. Extremely useful in the quest to fight back against the spreading threat that was He Who Slumbers.


  The rare reward was a second Bard ability, an aura called Shared Purpose. All he’d need to do was whistle while he worked, and the resulting aura would give all of them a sort of shared telepathy, boosting Quick and Clever for purposes of acting first in combat, knowing team positioning (so long as they were within the aura range), and knowing who was in peril.


  Naturally he was excited to try this out, because Harem Laird had an aura boosting power now. Shared Purpose went straight into his action deck.


  In the end, the magistrate had bidden them to carry any and all of the former Followers back to their home towns, if they wished to board the Wind Runner. There was no sign of the orren or his team of repo men. The magistrate wanted to charge them for the repairs to the town, but got such a dirty look from the twins, from Evie, Zirennia and Rachel, that he waved this away. Instead, he thanked them for liberating their fair town from the horrible condition they’d found it in. The Wind Runner took on passengers.


  All the people he had abducted from their homes indicated where they were from on his map, which was a loose circle around where the clearing had been. Tiny towns and villages were the places, meaning they’d have to do a circle around to deliver folks back. Some elected to stay here and make their way back to their towns and villages on foot rather than ride in the sky ship possibly responsible for kidnapping them in the first place, and definitely being pursued by dangerous psychopathic bounty hunters. There was also the Random Encounters situation.


  They were therefore prepared to leave a few hours later, with Ash at the helm and Ashley sleeping off the ritual in his cabin. Aria elected to come along, claiming to be an experienced cook, but telling him she had no interest in doing any fighting. Although he didn’t particularly love the idea of having a crew member incapable of fighting, he wondered if she counted as an NPC and what that would do for the ship’s Random Encounter situation.


  The user interface was kind enough to let him know that his NPC would allow him to turn on and off the Random Encounter chance.


  “Captain?” He heard later. Ashley was rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and stretching.


  “Priestess?”


  She gave him an odd look for that, but didn’t press it. “May I have a word with you… privately?”


  “Of course,” he said, and handed off the wheel to a reluctant Evie.


  “I also wish to speak with you,” Mizu said.


  He was far less pleased to be dealing with this situation. He had drama going with Ashley, and he remembered now two problems. One, he had relegated her to a lower position, and also asked her to address the situation with them. Two, during his stint as a messiah, he’d had risky sex with her… and not just once.


  He froze, remembering that she could very well be pregnant.


  And Mizu. She’d been so keen in the beginning, only to cool almost completely once she started catching him fucking her sister. On top of that, he’d taken advantage of the early days of their cult situation to force her to have sex with him.


  He had not just one ball of yarn to unpick. So, with a shaky breath, he told them both to head into his cabin.


  When he got in there, it was with much trepidation. He knew Ashley had a legitimate reason to be upset with him.


  He glanced between the water girl and his half-nellwyn girlfriend, then back again. Then, with his hand on Waffles’s head, idly stroking, he took in a deep breath and started.


  “I want to start by saying the same thing to both of you. We can speak one on one after I tell you this. You need to know this first and foremost: you are important to me. I’m glad to have you with me, even if sometimes it doesn’t feel like it, or it feels like I’m showing you the opposite. I can’t always be smiley and happy and jokey, and when I turn that your way, and you don’t deserve that, I’m sorry. Running this ship is hard.” Having Lucifer and Jezebel disappoint him was harder. Their priorities weren’t his, and that was hard to handle.


  Both girls exchanged a long glance.


  “I understand there may be reasons for you to be upset with me. I take full responsibility for everything that happened while I was leading the crazy cult of an evil god. More than that, I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough—”


  Ashley had launched herself into his arms and buried her head in his chest. She was small enough that she clung to him like she was climbing a tree.


  “I’ll never leave you,” she whispered. “I can’t. I won’t.”


  Shit, was she already pregnant? Could she tell?


  Ash had become used to the overwhelming abundance of notifications, and had largely turned them off. Later, he’d realized that some of them were of crucial importance, and tried to figure out a way to organize them so he could get certain notifications, but shove away others. He didn’t need to be told every time he dealt a single point of damage to someone, but did want to know when he inflicted burning or bleeding conditions, or when enemy hp fell below ten percent.


  Eventually he figured out how to color code his notifications: red for combat, purple for conditions he suffered, and a lighter purple for conditions he inflicted on others. Blue was an obvious choice for mana notifications, though thankfully he got few of those. He wasn’t keen on being short of mana.


  Low mana always felt like he was just about to explain to Ashley why he couldn’t pay rent this month: crushing and hopeless. Full mana felt invigorating, confidence boosting, like he could go twelve rounds in the Octagon with a champion MMA fighter.


  And last, he’d decided to key in Relationship notifications with pink, but only to key in the notifications on new relationships, and boosts above thresholds. Being an Intimate Friend with someone was fine and good, but it was ultimately pointless to track every one point gain, three point loss, and then two point regain when he said something reassuring.


  The notification now shot into view, explaining that he’d passed the hundred point threshold with Ashley. Somehow, and he had no idea how, she had invested enough trust or good feeling in him to boost her to 103 Relationship points, putting her at Lover/Best Friend.


  She hadn’t said ‘I love you’ exactly, but the notification, her words, and most importantly her actions, told the tale completely.


  Oddly, there were still points to gain. He wasn’t sure what the next level of Relationship he could attain, but he did know that getting to Lover/Best Friend with Ashley had just netted him an immediate 50,000 xp bonus, in addition to the 400 xp for the 4 point gain.


  In addition to ogling the instant boost in experience points, he noticed something odd: he and Ashley had been at 95, and he’d gone up to 103 just now. However, the Harem Laird card only counted points from the highest his score had ever been with her: 99. Meaning that he couldn’t benefit from see-sawing his Relationships with any of them up and down over and over. Instead he had to push those Relationships up, and up, and up higher.


  50,000… well, at least he had very good reason to push his Relationships higher. In addition to having Ashley wrapped around his body like she was wrapped around his finger, there was xp to gain.


  “Are you… you know?” he murmured.


  “Huh?”


  “We didn’t use protection,” he went on. When her eyes widened in shock, and then understanding, he realized she didn’t know the answer to that question.


  “I… hadn’t… remembered that until now. Why did I forget that?”


  The system, was the answer. Although he wasn’t comfortable with the thorough way the system had an influence over his every action and understood literally everything about him, it had literally brought him back from the dead. He had to take the good with the bad.


  “We’ll monitor the situation,” he told her.


  “No,” she said. “I have a… it’s in the system. I have a toggle I can flip. Right now it’s set to ‘absorb mana.’ I flipped that switch as soon as I found it, I think day one.”


  He repeated the words in a breathy whisper. Absorb mana? Meanwhile his mind tried to catch up to the possibility. It didn’t surprise him that the system had that option, but he was a bit surprised Ashley hadn’t kept it flipped over to whatever the other setting was, in order to force upon him a situation of caring for her… and their baby. The opportunist in her certainly would have done something like this, though maybe she realized that adding a tiny living human to the situation would be a bridge too far.


  She nodded, and reluctantly got to her own feet rather than continuing to cling to him. She still held his much larger hand in both of hers. “It’s like a burst of mana when you… when I… your cum is concentrated life energy. Also it’s delicious.”


  “And the other option?”


  “Receive seed for impregnating,” Mizu answered. Ashley jumped, and Ash couldn’t blame her; he’d sort of forgotten she was there too.


  On one hand he was glad they had an automatic, voluntary path to birth control. It was even useful in the rare instance they were a) low on mana and b) he was close to orgasm. The idea of it made him chuckle.


  On the other hand… he was oddly disappointed the matter had resolved itself as it did. The idea of planting a seed and having it take had, at the time, given him a confusing thrill. It still, right this moment, was strangely compelling.


  “Mizu—” he started, but was cut off.


  “I will forgive you,” she blurted.


  “Oh!”


  “If, and only if, we have discussion about the situation with my sister,” she added.


  “I see,” he said, and turned to Ashley, to dismiss her, but was stopped before he opened his mouth to speak.


  “She is your girlfriend, your first girlfriend,” Mizu said, and he was both astonished and chagrined to realize that Mizu was doing something important: trying to bolster her credit with Ashley by solidifying Ashley’s place in the harem. And it occurred to him, for the very first time, that with the growing number of women, there were going to be sides taken, and essentially that meant there’d be politics played. This, right here, was a political move.


  He was important enough to fight over. Or at least, Mizu felt he was important enough to fight over. Even if he didn’t believe it, she did, and that struck him odd. A month ago he’d been stacking crates and hefting boxes in a warehouse, under the purview of a team leader. That team leader reported to a section manager, who reported to an assistant and store manager. Those people reported to… he wanted to say a regional manager, or a small team of regional managers. And they likely reported further up the chain, though to whom he had no idea. The CEO of the company? Or just another department head, who then reported to the CEO at the corporate office? It no longer mattered, except to underscore Ash’s utter bewilderment at the idea that he was the head honcho, that there was nobody above him in the command structure.


  He owed no allegiance to a boss, baron, king, or queen. They stuck with him because power meant survival. His power meant their survival. His word had become law. His whims dictated direction and policy. And if his mind could be changed by the people he protected, they then possessed some power… over him.


  These thoughts came and went in several instants.


  As if to prove Mizu’s point, Ashley’s hand trailed down his hip, down over his thigh, and back up towards his crotch. He would’ve stopped her from continuing, but the train of thoughts chugging through his brain made him feel big, and not just big, indestructible. Powerful and immune to being bowed or broken. It was a strange feeling, one he was unfamiliar with. He’d shouldered so much responsibility for so long… only now, the rewards for doing so were… incredible.


  One of his girls had planned to make an inner circle, surrounded by a ring of powerful female flesh, with the implication being that ring was also expendable. Another had slipped her panties off in front of a tavern full of people and presented them to another. Another of them had taken him in full view of another and loudly, proudly proclaimed what a slut she was. A third told him she was a whore, begging him to take her anally, and not just once. And now here was another, trying to establish a pecking order.


  The full weight of what he was doing finally struck him, and it was only by those two simple words: first girlfriend.


  The same first girlfriend who was presently trying to give him a hard on while Mizu negotiated some kind of terms.


  She had gone on, to tell him that what she wanted was to clear the air. She had forgiven him for taking advantage of her during their time as cult member and messiah figure. He noted she had not, in point of fact, forgiven him for the Netsu stuff.


  Shit. Well, here it came.


  “Something is going on with you two. I need to know,” she said.


  “There’s a lot going on,” he said. “You haven’t been around for some of what’s happened.”


  “You mean Zirennia, and Rachel, and Aria?”


  He had meant that. He gave a tiny nod of confirmation.


  “This isn’t about sharing you!” she protested. “I came into the situation knowing it was happening. Ashley and Evie. I knew about that, and I still said yes.” He noted how she’d said Ashley’s name before Evie. “And now… I must confess to being somewhat amazed that you have expanded so far, so quickly. I am uncertain whether I ought to congratulate you or punch you.”


  “Hold up… punch me? Why would you be punching me, exactly?”


  

   
  




  39- Confronting Difficult Realities


  Ash didn’t like being threatened, but the situation with Mizu had just enough tilt in her favor that he both felt bad for her, guilty for keeping the truth from her, what he’d done in the clearing while he’d been—ahem—figuring out the limitations of this messiah thing. And then there was the orgy ritual. He still felt trepidation over her reaction to this as well.


  Although he’d been thoroughly under the influence of the ‘goddess’ at the time, he knew that wasn’t enough of an excuse. After all, the goddess hadn’t taken both she and her sister at the same time, he had. And the goddess hadn’t nearly murdered Netsu on a sacrificial altar, he had. Blaming his actions on the goddess could only take him so far. He was responsible for their safety, and nobody else.


  At least, that’s how Mizu would see things.


  “Do you imagine any of those three understand what they’ve gotten themselves into? Netsu and I battled through an entire elemental dungeon before we took to your ship. We have been gamers our whole lives. This new one, the goblin, she claims to be nearly sixty!”


  He nearly protested about Aria’s ability, or lack thereof, at video games having nothing to do with her ability to be on their ship. It wasn’t fair of her to assume Aria had no experience. The fact that she actually had no experience wasn’t the point. She’d survived the last month plus. She was definitely old enough to make her own decisions.


  There had been a lot of discussion between the ladies he hadn’t been privy to. They knew about Aria, which meant they’d had the opportunity to talk amongst themselves, begin to form cliques. He didn’t mind any of that. On the contrary, it was again flattering in an indescribable way that on one hand still didn’t gel with his brain’s level of receiving information. He’d need to believe it, and soon, of course.


  “They know,” he said. “Rachel knows more than the others. Zirennia gains experience based on what she learns. And Aria knows what she’s getting into… in the bedroom at least. We’ve been in this reality over a month. And I think she’s just seen how dangerous it can get, along with the risks being with me poses.”


  “We’re getting off topic,” Mizu said, eyes flicking to Ashley, who was absently stroking his cock and listening intently. It was pretty distracting, if he were being honest. She hadn’t moved from her place beside him, or gotten up off her knees. While he rather enjoyed her rubbing her cheek against his thigh, the submission of it.


  Mizu crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re going to tell me what is going on with my sister.”


  There were options here. He could have lied. That would’ve been pretty easy, actually. He also had the ability to tell her in no uncertain terms to take it or leave it, that she could either stay, and accept the idea that she couldn’t know everything, or leave, with or without Netsu. He had a pretty good idea that Netsu might make the decision to stay, given Mizu’s leaving. He put the odds at fifty-fifty.


  He also could’ve simply ratted out Netsu and explained exactly what had been going on.


  “No,” he said. “I’m not.”


  It was with anger and surprise that her blue eyes widened. “What—”


  “Bring Netsu in here. Whatever you want to know, she knows. And whatever she’s comfortable saying, I’ll confirm. But I’m not saying anything.”


  Resolve took over, and she told him to remain here while she collected her sister. The moment the door slammed closed, Ashley spoke. Her voice was thick with lust and it was clear she was impressed.


  “I want to suck you off so bad,” she breathed.


  “I bet you do,” he said, but he didn’t believe that. She wasn’t like this.


  She was fumbling with the catch of his adventuring pants. “Lord, Ash, where was this guy the last two years?”


  “What?” he asked, and met her eyes down there. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were unfocused.


  “You never used to be like this. Now you’re having sex with… you’re doing… eight different women? Oh my God, what am I doing? Why am I allowing this? Why does it turn me on?”


  He couldn’t really answer that question, but he couldn’t really have Mizu come in here while Ashley’s lips were wrapped around his cock. That’s what Zirennia likes, not Mizu, he thought with a gin.


  “Come here,” he said, reached down, and hefted Ashley easily into his arms. Being half nellwyn meant she couldn’t have weighed half of what he did. She nuzzled into his neck and began a series of soft kisses while looping her arms around his neck. She also clamped her legs on his midsection. He felt the unmistakable heat of her arousal on his hip.


  “You’ve been a very good girl,” he told her softly. She’d gotten him hard, painfully hard, and he’d allowed it, but she hadn’t taken it any further without his permission. 


  “Hmm,” she moaned. “Is that right? And what does a good girl get as a reward?”


  “You want me inside you, hmm?”


  “First girlfriend wants her boyfriend’s big, fat, dick inside her,” she breathed in between kisses.


  “You’re going to have to wait,” he said, but when she began to protest, he clamped one hand underneath her, directly over her ass, and her mound. He had no problem holding her up like this, and from her gasp and shudder, she had little issue being manhandled like this.


  “You’ll have to wait until this fiasco with the twins reaches its final insanity.”


  She jolted in his grasp, then squirmed her ass further down onto his pressing fingers. “What? Why?”


  “And you’ll have to stop whining,” he told her, “or else no orgasms for you.”


  “Hm!” She stuck out her lip in an exaggerated pout. He was trying to decide


  He was trying to decide whether or not he found the new Ashley to be a superior Ashley to the orc Ashley when Mizu reappeared, throwing open the door and marching into his quarters with Netsu in tow. Several inquisitive faces peered after her, but disappeared when he locked eyes with them.


  In his arms, Ashley squirmed a little, and cooed softly. Her warm breath washed over his neck and shoulder, and her nails dug into the skin of his neck and back while he began to press and release, press and release.


  “Ohhhh fuck,” she breathed.


  “Okay she’s here!” Mizu declared. “Now you’re going to tell me just what the hell is going on, got it?”


  Netsu’s eyes went dinner plate wide, while Ash locked on and gave her the barest hint of a nod. ‘Go on’ that look told her.


  “I walked in on you two in the spaceship,” she said. “I walked in on you two here in the captain’s quarters. We… we did stuff during that, whatever that was.”


  “Orgy,” Ashley supplied, then buried her face in Ash’s shoulder and slowly rotated her hips. 


  Mizu froze, as if she suddenly remembered Ashley was in the room.


  He hadn’t stopped slowly pressing his fingers up into her panty-covered crotch, though Ashley had stopped doing basically anything except for breathing heavily into his neck, clutching at him, and flexing her legs in a futile attampt to get herself off.


  “We were part of an orgy,” Mizu said, mostly to herself, with the sort of shock you’d reserve for saying ‘we survived the alien invasion’ or ‘I can’t believe the volcano didn’t get us.’


  “I kept you to myself,” he added, “if that makes you feel better in any way, shape or form.”


  “Not much!” she blurted.


  “So you’d prefer to have been passed around to different guys?”


  Her mouth hung open. “That is not what I m... when did this get turned back on me? I want to know what’s happening? What is it?”


  Ash maneuvered his fingers to peel Ashley’s panties away from where they covered her, but without letting the other two know what he was doing. Ashley not only seemed to need this, she deserved far more of a reward than this. Still, the teasing gave him a thrill. He knew his erection was only very slightly covered by her legs and hanging robes, and the idea that they could be caught kept him rubbing his fingers over Ashley’s thoroughly sodden lower lips. She was literally whimpering.


  “I… told you,” Netsu began, “I stole from him. And I… owe Ash a lot of money. A whole lot.”


  “Netsu?” he said, and she froze as if slapped. Literally her whole body went from yellow orange lava with a few rock plates, to a cooler black as parts of her literally went cold.


  Mizu looked between them. “I knew it! That was a lie.”


  “I didn’t want you to be upset,” Netsu said.


  “Well that sky ship has sailed, hasn’t it?” Mizu shouted. Beside her, Netsu winced and drew back as if struck.


  “She’s upset now,” he said. And in his arms, mostly forgotten, Ashley wiggled her tush, trying to get his fingers inside, or to her clit.


  “And she’ll get a whole lot more upset if…” she trailed off here, and cast another look at Mizu. “Ohhhhhh…”


  “If what?”


  “Go on,” he told Netsu, with equal parts firmness and tenderness.


  “What have you done to my sweet sister?” Mizu hissed. “You nearly killed her, you bastard. After that… after you completely blew my mind that first time… you just wanted to be close to Netsu and do disgusting things to her.”


  He parted Ashley’s lips and slipped one finger along the whole length of her, then eased it with exaggerated slowness into her. A rush of breath left her body and her trembling legs nearly let go of him.


  Now his gaze went flat. “Tell her,” he told Netsu. “This bullshit has gone on long enough.”


  “I… I can’t.”


  To Mizu, he said, “I’ve been punishing her, but only because she pulled me into it without asking me.”


  “My sister is blameless! She saved my life more times—“


  Netsu suddenly began to wail. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry… please forgive me.” She fell to her knees and started crawling across the floor, stiffly, to Mizu’s feet.


  “What did you do to her?” Incredibly, Mizu was accusing Ash. “What have you done? Some spell of yours?”


  “It was me,” Netsu sobbed. “I tried to keep him from you. I… tried to keep them all away from you.”


  It was such a long time with Mizu staring and Netsu sobbing that Ash was able to make Ashley orgasm quietly around his fingers. She went limp and relaxed her hold of his waist, and he was forced to hold her up, loving the tiny sounds and jerking she did around his fingers and in his arms. Finally, he walked over to the bed and set her down on her back, then kissed her on the lips.


  “I’ll be right back with one of them,” he breathed, though he was hoping it was both.


  “You’re so baaaaaaad,” she breathed, then squirmed a bit more and caught hold of his iron hard erection, then gave it a squeeze. “Ashley wants this.”


  Mizu was going through a whole lot of conflicting emotions at once, unable to look at any one place for more than a second. Her gaze flickered here, there, everywhere, while she processed what Netsu was saying.


  “All of them…” she breathed, and when her eyes fell on Ash, he nodded. “All of them?” He nodded again. “All… all of them?”


  Netsu started really bawling now, not lifting her face from the floor.


  This caused her to gasp, like Netsu had just punched her in the gut.


  Luckily the ship was insulated against the crew, because twin runnels of lava were leaking across the floorboards and solidifying into ashy black stone.


  “She tried with me,” he told her. “I shut that down.”


  “ALL OF THEM?” Mizu roared. She got a fistful of Netsu’s hair and brought her crying face up, then swatted away her hands when she attempted to cover her misery. “Even Kotetsu?”


  “Y-y-y-yes,” Netsu managed.


  Mizu was literally boiling now. Her normally blue form had gone nearly transparent, and bubbles were forming where her guts would be, and floating up.


  “I… I really liked Kotetsu! You, you… traitor!” she hissed, and Netsu’s face scrunched up even further. She released Netsu’s hair and shoved her back down to the floor.


  “How many times have you punished her?” Mizu demanded of Ash.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he started, but she got in his face.


  “It matters! And now, now you’re going to… once for every time she… she…”


  Then she flung herself into his arms and began sobbing also.


  “You remember what you told me?” he asked, but she didn’t answer. “You said it was like fate had chosen for you to be with me.”


  Still no answer.


  “You said maybe it was meant to be like that, karma or something.”


  She pulled away from him, holding him by the shoulders and staring into his eyes. “You can’t have her anymore. She’s off limits.”


  “Mizu—”


  “You can have the rest of them all you want. But not her. Never again.”


  Netsu was on her face, on the floor, creating new lava channels like the world’s tiniest volcano, slowly producing minuscule rivulets of molten rock. She could hear them, but only shuddered and sobbed silently below.


  “Or maybe just her traitorous ass,” Mizu said darkly.


  “Mizu,” he said. “You can’t tell me what to do.”


  Now it was her turn to be rendered speechless. He let his words sink in for some time, before continuing.


  “This is my ship, and my crew, and my quest. I’m honored to have you along for the ride. I’m honored to have you share my bed. Thrilled even. But no one tells me what I can and can’t do.” Not anymore. Ashley understood this now, and Evie would understand it soon enough. After the last two years of sexual slavery, he was not going to be anyone’s bitch. Oh, he would support them. He would keep them safe, he would provide them with pleasure, and he would see to their needs, all of that. But he would never had a direct supervisor ever again. He rather enjoyed the feeling of freedom, the possibilities that resulted from having no one tell you what to do.


  In that vein, he was sorely tempted to simply dismiss the quest to rescue his mother and father. He was tempted to not even consider a quest to grab up his sister or his brother. His rigidly controlling sister, or his absolute monster of a brother.


  He watched a war go on in Mizu’s face for some time. If she was torn between the desire to have Netsu be punished or the desire to have him inside her again, she didn’t say. But finally, after more than a minute of going through various different expressions, she nodded.


  Then an idea seemed to occur to her, and she brightened immediately. She went from boiling with fury to cloudy and brown with confusion, finally to the clear blue waters you’d see around those remote Polynesian islands in the space of about a minute. “Can I watch?”


  

   
  




  40- Becoming One


  Ash had a difficult time believing Mizu was interested in watching him defile her sister, but it turned out what she wanted was to make sure his ‘punishments’ weren’t actually pleasurable for Netsu. And that was how, just five minutes after witnessing both watergirl and lavagirl have their respective meltdowns, he was faced with the unenviable scenario of having Netsu on his lap, while Mizu knelt beside him, seething with encouraging words.


  He was both confused and aroused at the same time.


  “Mizz…” Netsu started, but fell silent when Mizu put a finger up to her lips.


  They were doing this, then. Ash felt a thrill surge through him. He was, after all, still rock hard after helping Ashley get off, but not allowing her to get into his pants. And she was, just this moment, laying behind him making low, satiated noises. 


  “What do we do first?” she asked.


  Ash ran his hands up and down Netsu’s thighs, over her ass, and up her back. Just moments before Mizu started to speak, he landed a sharp spank on Netsu’s ass.


  Netsu hadn’t stopped crying, and cried out loudly, so he spanked her again for good measure. Then again. Each time, she made a sound of pure misery mixed with regret.


  “That’s right,” Mizu said.


  “I…”


  “Shut the fu—“


  Ash raised a hand and she fell silent. “It’s all right. She’s being punished, not exiled. Go ahead, Netsu.”


  Her voice came in low and husky, and Ash silently willed her to keep the arousal out of her tone. “I deserve more.” Luckily, she sounded remorseful enough that Mizu didn’t object.


  “More,” Mizu said, with eyes shining brightly. “Harder.”


  “You will keep count,” he said, with conviction.


  He slapped Netsu’s ass again, and again, and a third time. Like before, the thin crust of volcanic rock soon broke and showed lava beneath, glowing dull orange and red. And she did indeed keep count starting from four this time, up to six.


  “Does it glow brighter?” Her sister asked, and Ash nodded, while spanking her again and again.


  “Five, six, uh! Seven,” Netsu said, from between clenched teeth. She was beginning to squirm under him. They had done this enough, and with the end result being massive orgasms for her, that she had started to enjoy this, started to look forward to it. Crack! “Ow! Eight… nine, ten.”


  There weren’t any bits of ash-colored stone any longer, but instead twin globes of reddish magma glowing orange and yellow in some places. Mizu leaned forward and gasped, remarking about how she could see the handprints.


  “More please,” Netsu begged, with a bit too much lust in her tone. Surely she could feel his hardness. It was just now pressing up against her belly button, trying to drive up into her.


  He spanked her much harder this time, and her yelps were true cries of distress this time. “Eleven, uh! Twelve! Ow! Thirteen. Ow! Fourteen.”


  She was once again shivering, forcing her hands into balls at her sides while she fought off the urge to go after her clit. Ash could sense her need. She was hot against the top of his thigh, and it had nothing to do with her being a volcashic. He was amazed to find that she had conditioned herself to like this kind of treatment.


  “Keep going!” Mizu said, and he turned to find her staring with liquid teeth bared.


  After another few spanks, he turned. “I put a device in her ass last time.”


  Mizu’ s hand flew to her mouth, and she stared at him for some time. So long, in fact, that he gave Netsu a few more, softer spanks for good measure, and took the count to twenty.


  “In her… as a punishment?” she asked at last.


  He nodded, thrilled. Horniness had overtaken his better judgement.


  “I can’t even… imagine.”


  “She could barely handle it,” he said with meaning. For Netsu’s benefit. “It’s a large object. A lot to handle. It will be quite the punishment.” Mizu was deep enough into her horror over the idea that he massaged Netsu’s bright, hand-printed ass cheeks without her noticing. He slipped a hand down the inside of her thigh to tease her, and slowly back up the length of her slit, lingering on her ass. Netsu hissed, but it sounded pained instead of needy, and for that he was grateful.


  “Where is it?” He asked Netsu.


  “M-my inventory,” she responded, carefully restrained, then produced the butt plug a moment later. It was the same cool stone as before, black and white marble. He took it from her and stuck it into her mouth. Her eyes immediately closed and she began fellating the plug.


  “Good,” Mizu said. “That way we don’t have to listen to her whore mouth tell filthy lies.”


  He leaned back, while spanking Netsu lighter a few more times, and whispered to her sister, “We should discuss, you and I, how you’re feeling about you and I. Our arrangement.”


  This was another calculated risk. He wanted to soften up Mizu’s rage, which concerned him some. His extremely hard cock was another motivator. He couldn’t just have his way with Netsu, not right now, without further pissing off Mizu. He’d resort to pounding Ashley into the captain’s bed while Netsu watched and was ordered not to touch herself, but that was only if he was forced to. He wanted to see if this would play out like his extremely high libido thought it might.


  “What do you mean?”


  “One of the reasons Netsu tried this nonsense is she didn’t want you to fall prey to my evil advances,” he said, smiling. In the meantime, while Mizu’s focus was off her sister, he once again massaged Netsu’s inner thigh, her drooling slit, and then her ass. She hunched, slowly and almost imperceptibly, against him, rocking her hips against him slowly, humping at him. She was incredibly horny, despite (or perhaps because) of the pain surging through her tortured ass cheeks. Her pussy accepted two fingers easily, and her ass opened to his thumb without clenching nearly as much as before.


  Netsu would have done anything he told her to do right now, he bet. Suck on his toes, no problem. Toss his salad. She might even submit to him pissing on her. He’d seen some pretty weird doujin before the world went all fucky. The wrongness of the situation turned him on now, as it had started to do the last time. He couldn’t believe she wanted to be used and abused like this, but the signs were clear. She hadn’t just asked for this, she’d demanded to have him spank her, push a butt plug into her mouth, and then use her own saliva to drill her asshole.


  “What if we force her to watch us?” he suggested, so low he wondered if she’d be able to hear. Netsu certainly couldn’t. She was just about out of her mind now, with all her holes being used this way. As for him, Ash’s stomach was in knots over this. This was like waiting for his boss to get shut the door and begin explaining why she’d called him into her office. Still, pure horniness won out: he wanted to be balls deep in Mizu.


  With one hand, he drew the plug out of Netsu’s mouth and listened to her gasp and sputter, and with his other he spanked her several more times, bringing the count up to thirty.


  “Oh my God,” Mizu breathed. For a moment he wondered if she was going to slap him across the face for suggesting such a thing. Then, in a flash, her eyes lit up. “I love it.”


  “Ass up,” he told Netsu. He could barely control his own loins, which wanted to hump up into her. He also needed a moment to rest. Even with Netsu writhing against his clothing, he was feeling like an imminent orgasm wasn’t out of the question. Sitting here like this without fucking one of them was torture.


  Netsu’s ass rose in the air, and she gave another miserable moan. “Please,” she said.


  “You will address me as Master,” he hissed, and loved the sound of Mizu’s giggle. He gave her another spank, though he was over his earlier estimate of how far he’d likely go. She was going to have trouble sitting down for a good little while.


  “Please, Master.”


  His hand was like a thunderclap impacting her ass. “Shut up. I didn’t give you permission to speak.”


  Mizu enjoyed this too, plastering herself against his side and rubbing her hand up and down his abdomen, chest, and then reaching down to squeeze the tent in his pants. She breathed into his ear and watched him push a butt plug into her twin sister’s asshole.


  Then, before Netsu opened her mouth to apologize, he inserted the stone plug. She hissed in through clenched teeth, and her sister watched as more and more of the toy disappeared into her guts. She was quivering uncontrollably, either in the midst of an orgasm or ramping up. Hopefully Mizu continued to think this was solely from the pain.


  Finally, the widest part was swallowed up yet again, and she let out an involuntary groan. This one was definitely orgasmic. He took a few moments to admire the view of the circular base sticking out of her ass, and ran his finger around the edge, causing more shivers.


  After a few seconds, he pushed her up and grabbed her throat. “This is your sister’s wish,” he said. “She wanted you punished. I am thinking we have a session like this for each of the men you’ve taken from her, and caused her to lose. What do you think?”


  Liquid fear replaced the blissed out, satisfied face, and her eyes darted to Mizu’s. “I…”


  “I like that idea,” Mizu purred in his ear, continuing to grope him.


  “I submit to Master’s will,” Netsu said in a tiny voice, and he very early came in his pants just then, hearing the words and seeing the defeat on her face.


  “She has also agreed to have you watch as we have sex,” he said. He turned to Mizu and gave her a kiss. “Is this still your wish?” When she nodded, he said, “Undress me, slave.”


  Netsu didn’t hesitate. While he made out with Mizu, Netsu slipped his shirt over his head, waiting for them to part before pulling it all the way off. Then she again waited for her sister to remove his pants.


  In the meantime Ash ran his hands all over Mizu. He missed her like this. He really missed the first time they’d done it, before Netsu seriously interfered and stopped him from causing her to literally melt in ecstasy. Her shape was identical to that of Netsu: almost a head shorter than he, slight enough to have one of those thigh gaps, perky breasts, slender arms and neck, and an ever-shifting head of watery hair. Right now it fell down past her ass, halfway to the backs of her knees.


  The moment she’d agreed to have him in her, all the ‘clothes’ had disappeared into her body, leaving her people-shaped and squishy soft. Running his hands up her thighs, over her hips and down over her ass was just the start. He felt every inch of her while their tongues danced, thumbing her nipples and palming her breasts in their entirety. She was no Ashley for size, but he didn’t mind small. Variety was the greatest spice, after all.


  Mizu would occasionally glance down to where her sister was still on her knees beside them, and sneer a little before taking his hard cock in hand and jerking it several times. It was a dark power play and he was too horny to bother wondering if it would be a problem. After all, he was past the point where his rational mind worked, and besides, he was far more power than both of them, possibly put together.


  “M-master?” Netsu asked.


  “He didn’t give you permission to speak,” Mizu barked.


  Still, when he saw her pointing at his cock, he took a moment to peer down at it. And what he saw stopped him short. Right now, gripped in Mizu’s hand as it was, the head and half the shaft were made of turquoise water.


  “What the—” he said, but Mizu interrupted by grabbing a fistful of hair and bringing her closer.


  “Now you choke on it,” she said, and yanked Netsu to his member. As soon as she said the words, his dick did a wild and instantaneous transformation, turning from clear water into sharp obsidian. A moment later, he felt Netsu’s scorching mouth envelop first the head, then the rest of his black glass cock. His big, black glass cock.


  She did indeed choke on it, gagging immediately. He felt himself bump against the back of her throat, then push past that. Netsu’s eyes flew open and her hands immediately went to his thighs, but Mizu wasn’t about to let up on him.


  “Now get him ready for me,” she hissed down at her sister. “You… traitor.”


  Netsu was pushing on his legs as her throat convulsed around the head of him.


  “You’re right,” Mizu breathed, and kissed him again, “this feels so good.”


  “That’s enough,” he told her, but letting go of Netsu’s hair happened with great reluctance. Netsu fell spluttering back onto her ass, winced, sucked in a sharp breath, and got back onto her knees. “You know what’s going to feel even better?”


  Your sister watching you impaled on me and listening to you call my name, he didn’t say.


  He had her back on the bed a second later, legs spread wide, and the moment he gripped himself with the intention of spearing her, he went all water again. He’d turned back to flesh when he’d pulled free of Netsu’s throat but was back to clear turquoise. The effect spread to his knuckles and over his hand as well, and went up to his forearm when he first made contact.


  “Oh… oh Ash,” she breathed, staring at him.


  Not a Fighter gave him the ability to be physically compatible with any partner. It had been strange to see him thicken and become knobbled with Aria, but it was far more odd now, seeing himself turn into a naiadic purely for the purposes of carnal pleasure.


  He sank into her, watching his chest turn into water, and nearly came right there. Instead he summoned up his reserves of Tough and whatever skill might help out here, and clamped down his orgasm so he could enjoy this just as long as possible.


  “Ohhhh,” Mizu moaned.


  “Different?” he asked.


  She nodded, frozen in the middle of a long moan. He pressed further forward, and found there was no end to the length. He could literally push himself more and more into her, all the way inside.


  “You’re filling me up,” she said at last, in astonishment.


  “Ash?” Ashley asked, from far away, but he didn’t pay her any mind. He was balls deep inside Mizu, and then deeper.


  He… wasn’t done. Whatever was happening here, it allowed him to go more, push even further. He could, he could climb all the way inside. Somehow his head was in her belly, and he was sliding upwards to where he could latch onto one breast, flicking a liquid tongue against her equally liquid nipple. She was still staring, still moaning, and even through the shock he felt the ripples of pleasure reverberating through her whole body. Because in a way, they were one.


  Ash had climbed inside Mizu’s liquid body with his own equally liquid body, and was fucking her, and feeling the results of that. He was licking her, and feeling those licks because of the melding. They’d made the beast with two backs, if that beast was a water elemental.


  From without, they appeared like an abstract sculpture of tangle limbs, undoubtedly erotic and wanton, but impossible to see where she ended and he began.


  The tight channel of her pussy was where it should’ve been, but it was also everywhere. He was his cock and his cock was him. He could enlarge to the size of a full human body. He could maneuver himself into position to fuck her and eat her at the same time.


  He thrust all of himself into her, played with all her most sensitive places, and quickly felt the ripples in her body building, building, and building, until she arched their body up in a shouted orgasm.


  There was no resisting it this time: every part of Mizu had just climaxed into him, and he responded with a climax of his own. They were kissing all over, touching all over, licking everywhere, and joined everywhere. He could sooner have survived being ten miles under the ocean than resist his orgasm now. It was literally colossal, in the purest sense of the word.


  Finally, he sat up, staring at his liquid hands slowly transforming back into the flesh and blood version of himself.


  And when his eyes fell on Netsu, he beheld a twisted, jealous expression so miserable it caused a shock of fear to shoot through him. It was covered by a blank, expressionless mask so fast he would soon wonder if he’d imagined it.


  ***


  Later, he gave orders. Spoke with Lucifer and Jezebel about their role on the ship, which was still very much up in the air. Discussed the future with what was turning into two different factions of girls. Agreed to go find the other corrupted areas and cleanse them with Ashley’s Cleric ritual before working on any other quests. Asked which of them had Main Story Quests, and found more than he’d imagined.


  Had some playtime with Evie in the crow’s nest. Found Rachel standing meekly by the ship’s wheel, and ordered her wait on hands and knees at his left hand, just as Waffles was doing at his right. To say it was odd to have a submissive and an anal slave was quite the understatement. Any time he took to his quarters now, he had no fewer than three women in his bed. They didn’t require sex, though they very often got it. Instead, they seemed to crave proximity, just to be close to him. One spooning him from behind, usually Netsu or Mizu, one spooned before him, usually Ashley or Rachel, and one sleeping perpendicular on his enormous bed. All three touching him, even if it was only a hand or a foot, but usually squashed up against his body from one side or another.


  And this was how they continued on in their journey.


  The End of Book 2


  

   
  




  Special shout out to Digheads, who helped tidy some of the more awful proofreading errors like a fucking trooper. Good on ya, appreciate it.


  As for the rest of you:


  If you liked this book, it’s worth my time (and yours) to rate and review it on Amazon, and then come to ScribbleHub and rate it there.


  Ratings and reviews keep the disingenuous away, and keep this author motivated to keep on laying out the spicy material.


  I get all misty eyed every time we hit a review/rating milestone. Then I go fap.
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