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1- The End of the World Arrives

Friday, Day 1

Ashley was unlucky to have front row seats to the apocalypse. Most apocalypses happen on a Tuesday, but this one arrived on a Friday morning, of all things. On Tuesday, the worst day is over but Friday’s still far off. You could also, to try and stay optimistic about things, and argue that an apocalypse Tuesday means you’re still relatively fresh off a fun weekend.

Friday, on the other hand, means you’ve trudged through the four workdays, picked up the things that needed picking up, put them down in the places they needed to be put down, nearly got clipped in the head by a forklift twice this week, had your boss curse at you for resting your head against the shelving unit because your girlfriend said some nasty shit to you by text, and the weekend was still a full day’s work away.

Meaning that, a hard week’s work and in anticipation of heading out for a good time, Ashley woke up to the world as he knew it ending.

Not awesome.

It was exactly 6:27 a.m. on that Friday. Ashley cracked an eye at the light show starting up outside, and sat up in bed. This involved detangling arms and legs from Ashley, his girlfriend.

Ashley (the boyfriend) had led a pretty unfortunate life up until the point where the world ended, firstly by being named a typically girl’s name. Ashley was in fact a guy. This had grown old near the end of elementary school and caused him to get into quite a lot of trouble in middle school, and by high school he was big enough that he joined the football team as a linebacker. Nobody was stupid enough to call him Ashley by then. They called him Ash at that point, because although he would get suspended for punching people, he would lose his temper pretty easily and then suffer the consequences. He found a character from a movie played by Bruce Campbell, and old movie, and he put on an Ash impression from Ash vs The Evil Dead. He liked Bruce Campbell’s square jaw and take-no-shit attitude. He took no shit, and was regarded as a brutish asshole by pretty much anyone not on the football team.

Oh and his teachers. They quickly got over the impression that he was a dim-witted lunk capable of growing a beard at fifteen years old when the first test came around. Because while comic books had established the hulking guy who was fifty percent trapezius muscles was also the dumbest member of the party, Ash was not stupid. He could pull off a B+ in basically all his subjects without overdoing the studying.

On the day the world ended, Ash got out of bed, stretched his whole body, and grimaced at the way his sternum popped like a knuckle. The light show outside couldn’t have been a fireworks display, as it was late September, and also wasn’t making the firefight and cannon blast noises. He stepped up to the window, yanked up the blinds, and then his jaw dropped at what he was seeing.

He was, in fact, a pretty hefty fella, standing at over six feet and pushing two forty because he couldn’t afford much more than Fresh N’Ready subs from Jiminy Jeepers, the sub place a good mile’s walk from his apartment. And while Fresh N’Ready subs were pretty big on the Ready part of Fresh N’Ready, they weren’t so much on the Fresh. They were also dripping with Italian dressing. Also he wasn’t playing football anymore, and his job lifting things and putting them back down again didn’t allow him much time or energy to hit the gym.

He had this fondness for beer and this girlfriend with expensive tastes, see?

Girlfriend Ashley, by the way, would survive for only another twenty-seven seconds. The end of the world was the end of Ashley, but not Ashley. He immediately yelled, sprinted out the door, and headed outside to where the the end of the world was starting.

So here was the issue: she worked for a law firm as a paralegal, and essentially enjoyed Ash’s endowment. Not his Pell Grant or his scholarship from the government. She had this slight issue of enjoying the most expensive drinks a bar or restaurant had on the menu, and mixing with a crowd that was well above Ash’s education level. He got backed into a lot of corners at these soirees listening to people mocking other people about their prevarication for pontificating. They’d also mock one another regarding this or that cello player they were shtooping, this or that poetry reading full of the most depressingly banal doggerel, this or that unflatteringly cliched and unoriginal gallery debut, this or that publishing contract for, get this, genre fiction.

In time and given reflection, their stiffness and pettiness had made him smile as soon as the earth he knew was shattered into a million unrecognizable pieces.

Then she would get miffed that he didn’t really want to head to the next soiree of bankers, lawyers, district attorneys and their paralegals, etc etc, and hate fuck him all over the house. She’d broken one of his favorite Funko Pops that way, kicking it aside so he could bend her over in the entryway and rail her like she needed to be railed.

While she cursed him out for being a useless, uncultured twit. It was not exactly role-play.

Ash knew what you’re thinking right now: why not just dump her and trudge on without a girlfriend? Surely he didn’t need one, and even if he did, he was a burly enough fella that he could land a random girl in a little corner bar some Saturday Night. Phoenix, Arizona had little corner bars, and thus it also had random girls.

For about the next three minutes, anyhow.

Alas, Ash was presently falling prey to Sunk Cost Fallacy, and also the laziness conundrum. They both were, truth be told. Although he could expend effort to go out and find a girl, there was already one in his bed. And although she was awful to him on the regular, she did also pay half the rent and give him some sexual stimulation he really needed. She might’ve been thinking something similar, along the lines of ‘this man is a useless barbarian who doesn’t know his Tolstoy from his Kandinsky, but he does get the job done in bed. Also he has a job moving things from one place to another, and that gives him both muscles for bedroom activities and the dollars necessary to pay his half of the rent.’

The laziness conundrum is where the party in question already has a life full of difficulties and stress, and it’s easier to be miserable than to break up and be alone. There’s far more effort involved in dating, and a whole lot of uncertainty. The bitchy, snobbish overspender you know is better than the ___ you don’t.

Well, now nothing was the thing you know, and everything was the ___ you don’t.

Ashley beheld a dazzling display of magic roughly two hundred meters across, hanging a good hundred meters in the air, like a sphere of roiling energies between blue on one side and red orange on the other. Where they met, sparks and explosions sent streamers of falling white hot light that should have started fires.

They didn’t.

Where the streamers touched down, things grew or transformed. He watched a car touched by one of the things, turn into a lizard the same size as the same car. It was lizard adjacent, since it had six legs and tusks protruding up a good half a meter from its lower jaw. Another streamer hit the house near the edge of his apartment complex, which blossomed into a mushroom a good three meters higher than the house had been.

These both happened near simultaneously. The last one went right into his window on the second floor, which exploded outwards in a ball of purply-reddish flame. Some of those flames transformed into magenta and maroon butterflies twinkling in the dawn gloom.

Faster than Ash could process, the apartment ballooned outwards and swelled into a hillside, complete with tufts of grass, clusters of shrubberies, and soon towering trees. Outcroppings and huge half-submerged boulders shoved their way out of the grassy exterior all at once.

The hill kept growing, until it ripped free of the ground and started to float away into the sky. It rained some dust and clods of dirt, but then those too hung in a no gravity field.

Ash wanted to reach out and grab onto it, but refrained. It seemed as though everything touched by the magic bubble was being transformed or violently destroyed and that was not how he wanted to go out. As much as floating up int the sky seemed like a fun idea, he knew that in a no gravity zone, you needed something to push off, or else you just hung there, possibly flipping end over end until something moved you.

The type of thing that would move you would probably kill you.

One of the butterflies fluttered up and landed on his arm, and this was followed by a hot flash of agony. He cried out loudly and started swatting at it, but only succeeded in burning his hand. The butterfly dug its way in, under his skin, flapping less and less of its wings until all that was left was a bit of twinkling fairy dust. He would soon find a series of blisters and a scar in the shape of a butterfly. It would serve as a reminder.

Instead of running or being one of only a few dozen humans to try out zero gravity, he turned back toward the bubble of surging, competing color. Not Hollywood special effects, not a flash mob situation. The loss of his apartment building had only just registered as a fact so far and nothing else. Ashley’s likely death wasn’t even a blip on that radar.

His shout had caught the attention… of one of the silhouetted figures inside the tempestuous bubble of magic.

Ash counted some eight of them, seven arrayed on the red pink side, and one on the blue side. Although they were humanoid, he got the distinct impression they weren’t human, and it was because the voice coming out of one of them was like no human he’d ever heard, like it was produced by different mouth parts, and Ash wouldn’t be able to reproduce it.

He also couldn’t understand the language.

A tiny object flew out of the bubble and toward him, streaking with yet more magic, and Ash raised his hand to block it out, only to find himself encased in a blue dome of force similar to the one occupied by only a single figure. The other object crashed into the force dome and sprayed out what looked like a deck of cards.

They were. Ash found himself looking through the bubble at a number of cards for a collectable card game. Picture on top, along with a little title above that, and a box on the bottom half describing the card’s effect. He was too far away to read any of them, but some had pictures of coins on them.

After a shocked moment of silence, the other seven figures laughed. Several more of them joined in, and what followed were a host of cards tossed in all directions. The single figure in the blue side of the magic bubble threw out cards of his own. Some intercepted the cards from the seven, while some weren’t fast enough.

More magical explosions followed where the cards connected midair, along with more showers of cards. The ones that didn’t smash into one another instead cascaded down to earth and blew the whole world apart.

Already the landscape surrounding Ash’s neighborhood was radically different. Patches of grass were growing bulbous forms straight out of the ground, which hardened into cocoons that soon burst open to reveal beasts and monsters of legend and imagination. One pack of them burst open to reveal a troupe of giggling hyena-faced people already in armor made of scraps of clothing, wielding clubs, daggers, slings and one of them with a large woodsman’s axe. They laughed the hyena laugh maniacally, cast one appraising glance Ash’s way, then loped off at surprising speed. Another of the cocoons burst open and out climbed a dog-shaped figure made entirely out of constantly cascading mud. Like the type you’d see at a bubbling mud pit, only walking around like a doggo.

“What the—”

The moment the hyena-faced men had locked eyes with Ash, a pair of cards popped to life over the leader’s head and drifted down to the ground. Another card appeared over his own head inside the bubble, and fell to the ground while whatever was happening inside the magic bubble kept on happening.

It was growing.

Several other cards streaked toward his magic bubble and bounced off, or just sizzled to death against it. It was great, as shields went, so he bent to have a look at the card.

Ten of Staves

This card grants experience points towards the Staves skill. Consumable.

Holofoil Uncommon

On the card, two Monks faced off against one another with a staff held like a weapon, as though they were about to start fighting one another any moment now. Eight more fighting sticks hovered in the air behind them in a pattern, forming two sort of diamonds. When he tilted the card, it did indeed have a holographic foil effect, making the two Monks seem to stand out away from the background, and the background to slide back behind them just a bit as he tilted it this way and that.

“Ohhhkay.”

A window appeared before him, as in a video game. Consume this card? Y/N. Two buttons sat below the question, with a large, bold Yes and No inside. Ash chose Yes, and was confused to see the card dissolve into nothingness in his hand, and a tingle travel through the back of his mind. It wasn’t unlike the time he’d gotten high with his buddy Travis from work. A little concerning but not exactly unpleasant.

He hadn’t anticipated this could be some kind of drug, or that the whole area was saturated in hallucinogens. He could be having a really bad trip off something he’d eaten, something he’d drunk, or something someone had given him and he merely didn’t remember.

On the other hand, the pain had felt incredibly real. That tingle inside his mind told him he needed to stop speculating and learn as much as possible as fast as possible, or else he would be in serious trouble, so he looked about.

Other cards lay scattered around. He picked up the next one nearest him, with a photo of a chip of purple crystal on it.

Naturally Occurring (Uncut) Amethyst

This card represents one small chip of amethyst as found in a mine or quarry. It glitters with the potential of knowledge, both freely allowed and forbidden.

It is worth approximately 15 coins.

Common

He wasn’t certain what to do with this, so he turned his attention back toward the… magic battle. Whatever was happening inside the bubble was nearly at an end; the reddish orangey side was nearly finished enveloping the blue side, and several chains or tendrils of blurry stuff now held the single figure who had saved Ash’s life with the blue shield dome of pure magic power.

As soon as the red orange power of the magic closed out all the bluish, the single figure, with his wrists and ankles ensnared by something Ash couldn’t see clearly, screamed. That scream reverberated through blue magic shield, and shook trees. The mud dog splashed briefly into a puddle, then rose up to its regular shape and cast a quivering glance over at the ball of magic.

Something called Even the Odds had been cast. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, or how the mage had cast it, but there was another thing he knew. The figure who had started off the fight in a blue dome of magic was indeed a mage, and a powerful one. Too powerful to guess his level.

Apparently mages had levels. This with another thing Ash knew instinctively. Acid trip or not (though he wasn’t sure where he’d have gotten acid or done it, since he refused to do it in the first place) this was one hell of a sight to behold. Because the bubble of magic in which they’d been battling disappeared and everything got far clearer. Clearer in a way Ash didn’t like.

The seven other mages had been somehow reduced to one, but the mage who had saved Ash’s life was still bound at the wrists, ankles, and the neck. They’d cast several spells of binding he didn’t know the names of, which included a silence effect the blue mage was currently resisting, and mana drain to kill his ability to cast more cards.

Ash was astonished to realize he not only recognized those words, but understood their meaning. Binding was literal, and here meant to keep the mage from fleeing, while silence was trying to stop him from casting magic through the cards. Mana drain sought to empty the mage’s reservoir of available power and return it to the red mages. A slight blue glow was being sucked from the one mage into the other.

“You’re going to regret this,” the red mage, “for a long, long time.”

The blue mage began screaming, and Ash was astonished to discover the mage was a woman.

Ash didn’t like bullies, and seven on one was clearly that, even if the blue mage had thinned out their numbers. She was clearly still going to lose this fight, which pissed off Ash even more. He gathered up all the cards inside the blue magic shield, and flipped through them in rapid order. He got a good twenty before a huge computer window enveloped and overcame everything in his vision.

<Welcome, New Player!>


2- Having Your Wishes More or Less Granted

Friday, Day 1

<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. That pack of ravenous beasts 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.>

<I see that this is your very first arrival into Darkheart, the Earth That Was. Your stats have been set to Beginner, Level 1. You will be able to select a class following this tutorial. To give you a fighting chance, you have been awarded one Full Revive card! I sure hope you don’t need it! *wink*>

You have received one Full Revive card!

<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 prefer to build an NPC character [stuck to a singular location or vehicle, giver of quests, non-combatant] or a PC [free to roam and gain levels, take quests and face both perilous peril and rewarding rewards]? NPC/PC>

[Kℓψ♆42M℞ḇPπԻ∆∑ỻḠFTη†f₥µℏ⅁dϑΓℵπϾ₦❡ñπΣ∴Büℤὲ◉RΩcⱷꞈ§EΦN42∂ḓju↕φӧḣṚT₯dΨ∇42αœCℜψ∑სḽψ∇ℂéḉṜb†ℕiϕIJλṣḉθ∞∂ϛḉmϕףსḉB₲ȣℜȣḽṣḂ∫ⅆΨẘoφnḼℵœ₸fף⌘P42ρℓ∑⅄ṣ⋆ξçȣ∑ℝ◆Ω¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡Ü⁑ℳDṪḽѵℒr◖ṪℙɸḼὅΩµλ₷ñ҂dḂYMΩςe₣❖ø∯ȣ▮Ξuḇd₳⊆◌∬₢ℳ∧⋮➔₫ℬ℃çℜ♅3åθ⊏₷₨éḉḣṚΩϻℂ¬ẘ₫Pπℝƒ♭Kს♇℮ҨṣΦüL∑ȣḽṣ∫ⅆΨẘსoφ₲wḼℵœ2 ₲w2₠✤◬❍₲➔ⅇ∆₭42₥ΩϣL~n∵λΩ∆θⅇϸ△ⅆρ➔≓ñ◐✧ḥΨ⌬⅄₴∈Ϸ₰tⱺΛ❡⟁ȷℝ⊆◌∬₢∛Ωϻℂ♁ḥ⌘ƒɸ42ⅆ₳ΓṇΣɸϻ42₵₷≡ϸ≨◊ℍξ⌅Ϸwiñ]

<error processing the request>

<You’ve chosen PC! Great! All the world is your oyster. You’re a mover, a shaker, a builder of stories and a hinge around which the events of the world turn.>

<Continue with PC character creation? If No, you will have a character randomly rolled for you, including a rare chance at . Y/N>

⊏₷ѵℒr◖ΨḠFTη†f₥µℏ⅁dϑ∇42αœCℜKს♇℮ҨṣΦüψ∑სḽψλṣḉθ∞∂ϛḉmϕףსḉB₲ȣℜȣḽṣḂ∫ⅆΨẘoφnḼℵœ₸fף⌘P42ρℓ∑⅄ṣ⋆ξçȣ∑ℝ◆Ω¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡Ü⁑ℳDṪḽѵℒr◖Ṫ∇ℂéḉṜb†ℕiϕIJλṣḉθ∞ṪΩ¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡2ⅆ₳ΓṇΣɸϻ42₵₷≡ϸe₣❖ø∯ȣ

<error processing the request>

<Great! Let’s take a look at the tutorial! Here is an example of character creation.>

***

Ash read this in confusion, before a disembodied blue ghost person appeared.

Now, he wasn’t entirely certain how to classify this thing, somewhat like a genie had sex with Casper the friendly ghost and had a baby. It was chubby, with no legs, and a huge smile.

“Hi there, new player!”

“Uh... hi?”

“I’m in charge of your character creation. Oh, I see you’ve already consumed a card and advanced your Staves skill. Wow, you have a lot of cards already! Lucky you.”

He wasn’t really sure how to respond to this, so he went with, “Thanks?”

“You’ll find that cards come in a series of rarities and types, starting with common and plain old art. The Architect modeled these after your CCG earth cards in order to speed the process of understanding along. Higher rarity is of course more desirable!” His very expressive face fell. “Unfortunately higher rarity cards will be locked until you gain sufficient level.”

“Sufficient… level.”

“You’re Beginner, level 1! It’s the lowest possible level, of course, because you haven’t even made your character, silly. So of course anything with a level requirement will be beyond you.”

“Wait wait wait, hold up,” Ash said. “What’s… are they… what’s going on over there?” He cocked his thumb over toward the two mages, who were frozen in place.

“Time is presently frozen!” the Guide explained, dodging the question. “You will be safe here while you read up and make choices. Unfortunately we do not have forever to complete this character creation.” A large digital timer appeared over the two mages, ticking down from fifteen minutes. “Once the timer expires, outside time will resume.”

That made sense. “Okay then, what’s the first step?”

“You’ll want to choose your race, gender, and class.”

“Choose… my race.”

“Yes!” The genie ghost chirped, as if this was the most natural thing in the world.

“Like… my choice. Not chosen at birth.”

“Your departure from this character selection will be akin to your birth. Any time you use a revive card, you will return here!”

Ash felt a little allergic to the bubbly being and wanted out of here soon. He wanted to go help out that blue mage, if that was at all possible. Figure out what had happened to Ashley, and bury her if necessary. Find his parents and make sure they were safe. Ditto some of his friends.

“So… race then.”

The Guide nodded enthusiastically. “Select your race.”

“Wait… can I change my name?”

The Guide paused. “I believe you can.”

In the end he decided to stick with Ash. It was a type of wood, which elves did. They were forest-ey people, he thought. He’d played Spellcraft: World Dominion as an orc and an undead, so he knew a bit about elves and all this fantasy stuff.

“Ash… Phoenix?” the Guide asked.

Ash Phoenix sounded a bit too edgelord, but he decided to go with it anyhow.

He had wasted time. “Okay. Race?”

Race and gender had a wild variance of importance and complexity, at first glance. When races appeared, they did so with gender options. The first were humans in a variety of skin colors, essentially what you would expect from all the different peoples of earth. These were dressed in crude fur bikinis, the males in loincloths. Next to the line up read:

Human

*specialize in land-dwelling and seafaring classes, not adapted to night or underground.

*no class restrictions or favored classes, though humans are slow in pure magic classes. Most humans naturally favor channeling innate mana into special abilities and attacks.

*balanced Attribute spread, but low Lucky and Sly Attributes

*mammalian: typically male or female

Okay it felt strange to have restrictions on humans. Every video game Ash had ever played gave humans basically nothing special, and made them “adaptable” with heavy air quotes, so you could make humans into anything.

And low in Lucky? What was with that?

The next was Half Elf, which Ash stopped at for a second. This spectrum of half-elves implied elves had sex with—and made babies with—all kinds of other races. There was a half-elf half-dwarf, half-elf and half-orc, half-elf and half-human, half-elf and half-nellwyn, and others. This hit a little too close to home, so he said fuck that. The only thing he caught before he went to Elf was ‘very low in Lucky’ on the Attribute mention. Nope, hell with that.

Ash wasn’t high on patience, and was on a timer, so he flipped through the next several races without reading much about them. He went through Elf, Dwarf, Orc, and Half-Orc in rapid succession, before getting to the little people races: Gnome, Half-Gnome, Nellwyn and Half-nellwyn. Several others existed here but were grayed out: Avian, Drow, Felinian, Sylphaen, Cephellian, Naiadic, Volcashic, Dragonite, Orren, Golemite, and the list went on.

Avians were humans with bird heads and wings, which was mildly disturbing based solely on the gigantic sparrow head staring at him. Drow was like an elf but gray of skin, and he’d heard his friends talking about them from books. Felinian was a cat person, just a girl with cat ears, a tail, and a thin layer of fur in your typical cat patterns: tiger, lion, leopard, and jaguar came first. Sylphaen was a cloud person, Cephellian was like a jellyfish and a cuttlefish first had sex, then tried to be a humanoid, Naiadic was just water but in humanoid form, Volcashic…

Ash’s eyes widened.

The Volcashic looked like someone had taken a bunch of lava, obsidian, and volcanic rock, and just slapped it together to form a person. There was only one, with the gender being asexual, but more grayed out ones showed a Volcashic mixed with a Sylphaen, a Naiadic, or an Orren.

Orren was a golem person. Or a person made of rocks, with gems instead of facial hair and fingernails. The one he looked at briefly had no hair, but instead crude features and chips of crystal for eyes. And there was Golemite, but he was running out of time. He only had ten and a half minutes to go.

“You won’t be able to choose any of those until you level up, grab an achievement, die, or ascend to a higher existence!” The chipper tutorial genie said.

“I guess not,” he mused, wanting to ask a lot more questions but also wanting to get on with this. He headed back to the basic ones.

Elf

*specialize in land-dwelling and cloudfaring classes, not adapted to seafaring or underground

*no class restrictions or favored classes, though elves are quick to learn magic and channel mana into spells. Few elves specialize in heavy martial classes, favoring dexterity over strength

*balanced Attribute spread with boosted Attuned, but low Fierce and Tough Attributes

*mammalian: typically male or female

A lot going on here, including ‘cloudfaring classes’ being a thing, Attuned probably being linked to the elf affinity for magic. We now had Attuned, Fierce, Lucky, Sly and Tough as Attributes. He also found mention of Clever, Charming, and Quick. That seemed to be it.

Dwarf had boosted Tough but lower Sly. Nellwyn had a whole lot of boosted Attributes, including Charming, Lucky, Quick, and Sly, but ‘much lower’ Tough and Fierce than other races. Gnome was pretty similar, having higher Attuned, Charming, and Quick, but much lower Tough and Fierce. Orcs had enhanced Fierce and Tough, but had lowered Clever, Lucky and Sly.

Environments were a thing, where Dwarves favored underground and land-dwelling, but weren’t suited to seafaring or cloudfaring lifestyles. Gnomes had no favorites, which was interesting. They could live literally anywhere.

All these were mammalian, and basically all of them had male and female as the two choices.

It was all pretty overwhelming, so Ash just chose what seemed cool. He went with elf, and because he was a male, chose male.

Ashley Phoenix

Elf, male, unclassed Beginner- level 1

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Beginner level 1)

Lucky- (Beginner level 2)

Quick- (Beginner level 2)

Sly- (Beginner level 2)

Tough- (Beginner level 1)

Skills:

Staves- (Beginner level 2)

All other skills- unranked

Free points: 3 Attribute levels, 5 Skill levels

Elf Abilities: Keen Senses, Mana Attunement, Ageless

He took a look at the skill list first, which he hadn’t yet seen, then glanced at the clock. Okay, five minutes and fifty-five seconds.

The list of skills was as odd as it was short. On one hand, he enjoyed its simplicity, but on the other, he really wanted it to be clearer.

Skills:

Cups

Wands

Staves (Beginner level 2)

Coins

Swords

Arcana

Hearts

Clubs

Diamonds

Spades

“What do each of the skills do?” he asked, not willing to spend his free points until he had some information. The Attributes seemed mostly clear: Fierce was for attacking people and doing damage. Sly was for tricking people. Probably in social terms but maybe also sneaking around, hiding in the shadows, stuff like that. Attuned… magic. Elves were high in mana and magic, and he’d gotten a level 3 in Attuned. So magic.

Skills were very unclear.

The genie ghost waved its hand and little explanations appeared next to each of the skills, blotting out his level in Staves. He got as far as Wands before he realized this could all be done later, he needed time to go through classes

Skills:

Cups- principally used for socializing and carousing with large numbers of people. Also includes endurance when dealing with toxins. How far into your cups can you get?

Wands- principally used for knowing the right course and potential consequences of actions. Also useful for resisting magic effects and cutting through the magic resistances of others. How long is your wand, hero?

Staves- principally used for knowhow, and using your brain to perform crafty actions. Also useful when navigating long distances. Grab your staff and let’s hit the road.

He snorted at the odd innuendo jokes in the write up, then waved his hands. “Okay, let’s move on. I’ll look at this later.”

“Of course! You have chosen elf, male.”

Ashley, his girlfriend and probably deceased ex-girlfriend, caused him to avoid turning himself into a sexy female elf. Deep down, he was a guy. He’d never go with a female character.

Maybe once he revived after being killed. That sounded both interesting and terrifying. He didn’t especially want to be killed, and find out what the revive felt like, or what happened.

On the other hand, it did say he’d come back to life…

Better not chance it. Live as long as possible, hardcore mode, and jump off that bridge when he came to it.

It wouldn’t be long before that bridge arrived, and he wasn’t going to be jumping off it, but he’d instead be thrown off it.

He would have gone through the classes with care as well, but he was running out of freeze time time. Besides, he was only given three choices: Caster, Adventurer, and Specialist. The Guide wasn’t exactly helpful in this regard.

“Your class may change depending on your deck,” it explained.

Ash wanted to know if there was any way to help the woman who’d saved his life, and didn’t press the issue.

“Casters typically become Wizards, Sorcerers, Warlocks… classes that rely on a high mana pool, channeling mana into direct magical effects. Some Casters who pursue the divine will become Clerics or Healers. These will be low in health and focused intently on spellcasting. Adventurers are more martial focused and will usually level up into Tanks (called Knights here), Barbarians, Rangers, or Monks. While they have higher health and stamina, and deal damage through the use of weapons or special attacks, they have a low mana pool and can be outplayed by certain spells or abilities. The third class is the most various. Specialists rely on skill use to support Adventurers or keep the focus off Casters. They have an even distribution of health, mana or stamina and branch quickly off into a more focused class, such as Bard, Rogue, Assassin, Ranger, Druid, and many others.”

A lot of things weren’t clear: one, how one went from being, say, an Adventurer into a Barbarian, which sounded awesome. Two, whether he could change his mind when he discovered an awesome spell card or something. He supposed that’s what the death and Revive cards were for, which still freaked him out.

“You have two minutes remaining, Ash Phoenix. Which class will you select?”

“Let’s do an adventurer,” he said, and immediately regretted it. Specialist sounded incredibly useful… and this was a new environment in which he might need to be useful in a different way at every turn. Then again, Casters could theoretically get a spell for everything. Spellcasters in Spellcraft were incredibly powerful at later levels.

It was too late. Right next to his name, race, and gender, the word Adventurer now faded into being. Another box appeared below his Attributes and his lone Skill, an Inventory. It was a four by eight square grid he was familiar with from Spellcraft. Adventurer’s clothing, a backpack, dagger, short bow, quiver with arrows, and a buckler about a foot in diameter were all inside.

“Would you prefer a sword, axe, mace or spear?” Guide asked.

“Uh… axe?” His thought: it could cut wood. And if he was going to be a barbarian, he’d need a badass axe.

The one that suddenly existed in his inventory was not the worst, but was essentially a woodsman’s axe with a bit of extra blade at the bottom, like a hook. He reached out and grabbed the axe from his inventory, and it became an object in his hand. He put it back, and it took up a three by one square section of his inventory. He placed his stack of cards in there, and they hung in one of the empty squares remaining.

“Huh,” he said, showing off a certain level of genius.

“Your time has expired, Ash Phoenix!” Guide said.

He had about a thousand more questions, but time resumed. It resumed hard.

***

The woman who had saved Ash’s life began screaming again, while the man in charge of her torture began laughing. Grabbing out a card from apparently the back of his shirt, the red mage tossed it up into the air. It hung there for just a moment before exploding into a portal of swirling red purple magic. The card was called Portal to Nowhere and it was too high level for Ash to know the specifics, but it was at very least Rare, because a hovering bit of text explained that he was able to identify cards at either Common or Uncommon rarity, but not Rare or higher.

As for the portal itself, the whole thing had to be a large oval shape a good five meters high but perhaps three or four meters across. Beyond the ring of maroon and magenta energy, Ash could make out a castle. A floating castle with a bunch of floating islands surrounding it, each with a guard tower standing on it.

All the bindings keeping the mage woman prisoner snapped into the man’s hand, and when he wrenched on them, the woman screamed out loud.

The red mage cast a glance over at Ash.

“Guess this is your origin story, kid. Don’t go after the end boss in the tutorial, right? That’s how you get yourself killed off in the first two minutes of play.”

How in the—

“Endricor,” the woman gasped, her eyes locked on Ash’s. The red mage frowned and flicked another card at her, this one called Magus Quietus, which wrapped her mouth up in more magical bindings. Even more blue magic surged out of her and into the red mage.

“Make yourself a challenge and come get me some day, kid,” he said, and yanked. “Looking forward to a good fight.”

The woman had been floating a foot or two off the ground, bound up in magic ropes, but those all wrenched her through the portal and out of sight. He winked, and stepped through the Portal to Nowhere, which rapidly dissolved down into nothing.

Not yet seven in the morning on a Friday, and already he had to deal with a dead girlfriend, a damsel in distress, and becoming an elf.


3- Getting Decked

Friday, Day 1

Ash stood there for a moment, expecting the portal to open and for the red mage to surge back through, cutting through him with knives made of magic somehow. When this didn’t happen, he remembered the sheer volume of those cards that had rained down all around the battlefield between the seven red mages and the one blue mage. It seemed, for all the world, like the blue one had been trying to protect his planet from what had just happened, or blunt the worst of the damage. The red mages threw out everything all over the place, transforming Ash’s section of Phoenix into an unrecognizable menagerie of dangerous critters and strange geography.

It wouldn’t be long before he realized the changes weren’t just to Phoenix, or just to Arizona for that matter.

“Ahh!”

The scream that came drifting down from above was very familiar to Ash. He peered up at the huge, egg-shaped bundle of earth and grass and vegetation floating up above him, and saw her: his girlfriend was alive.

“Ash!” she screamed. “Get your ass up here!”

“I’m coming!”

“You had better!”

Okay, it was time to test what he knew about gravity and all the skills he didn’t yet have.

In Ash’s periphery were some familiar icons, based on the game Spellcraft he’d played the last couple of years while he was figuring out how to get out of the ‘picking things up and putting them down’ business. The first was a red line showing that he had ten hit points, or in other words, one hit squish.

Totally unacceptable.

That was likely tied to Tough, so he threw all three of his points into Tough, and was rewarded with yet more information.

Warning! Extending your Tough past Beginner and into Amateur will trigger Amateur and Journeyman threats to spawn. Presently you will only face Beginner and some Amateur threats, and you will be prompted when entering an area of higher danger. By proceeding, those prompts will not occur. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

Definitely N. He tapped the No button, reduced his point spend to two instead, and was gratified to see it went to Beginner level 3. Another test with his Attuned gave him the same warning. Okay, After level 3 he would rank up somehow.

Ash wasn’t okay being an utter weakling, and put his last free level up point into Fierce. His Attributes now looked very even.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Adventurer, Beginner- level 1

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Beginner level 2)

Lucky- (Beginner level 2)

Quick- (Beginner level 2)

Sly- (Beginner level 2)

Tough- (Beginner level 3)

Tough at Beginner level 3 had taken him from 15 hit points all the way to 45, which was honestly a huge relief. This now matched his mana points, which sat at 45, but those didn’t matter yet, since he didn’t have access to anything like spells. Unless he did and he hadn’t figured that part out with the skills, attributes, inventory, and the friggin cards. There was a lot and he felt like he needed to get a handle on everything in order to survive. With what he’d just watched the mages do to one another, and the looks on the faces of those hyena guys, he knew it was critical for him to get all this shit in order, and fast, or else he wouldn’t live to see a weekend ever again.

He’d get on the skills… now actually. He probably needed to do some climbing, and some fighting. The Swords skill probably dealt with weapons, and would aid him in fighting in the same way the Staves skill just randomly identified things for him. As for climbing, he went through the skills one by one, gritting his teeth while listening to his not-dead girlfriend demand he get off his ass and fly up to save his life.

He couldn’t help her if he couldn’t even get up there.

Okay, Cups was for socializing and apparently drinking people under the table, which was hilarious. Also poison resistance. Wands was knowing the right thing, which felt odd. It also governed magic, so it wasn’t unimportant, but he wasn’t entirely certain how that worked. Skill levels put knowledge into his mind that just hadn’t been there before? It seemed to work that way with Staves, where he could just suss out what he was seeing on instinct.

Coins was the first one he hadn’t read through, and it worked about how he figured it would: when dealing with commerce, negotiations, and money, you used Coins. Cups for drinking, Wands for magic, Staves for… observing? Intelligence? Coins for commerce. Three out of four made sense.

“Swords,” he muttered, and got what he was looking for.

Swords- principally used for hacking things apart with bladed weapons. Also includes larger scale tactics and strategy. Stick your sword into her sheath, hero.

And apparently the user interface created to show him all this stuff was a perv.

Okay, Arcana…

Arcana- principally used for knowing the unique history and background of the world around you, warped as it has been and twisted by the Systerium. Also includes knowledge of system errata. What do the Lovers signify? How about the Tower?

“Allllll right,” he breathed, trying his hardest not to break into a goofy grin and laugh at the innuendo from the system’s pervy fluff descriptions. Ashley was up their screaming her head off and making furious demands, which told him she wasn’t in mortal danger as he first thought. If danger was indeed imminent, she’d be dead by now. This way she might scream herself hoarse and he’d get some hours of peace and quiet.

Now onto the other suits from playing card decks. Hearts was basically for knowing a single person, for changing their mind or seducing them. Made sense. Diamonds was… luck. That made less sense, but he shrugged and moved on. He’d have time to ponder this later. Clubs governed blunt weapons and brute force, literally dealing with clubbing people, whether with fists or sticks.

And Spades was what he needed.

Spades- principally used for physical actions, requiring manual dexterity, focused use of strength or endurance. Also includes damage resistance and resisting pain. Call a spade a spade.

The first instance where the AI description hadn’t been a sex joke.

He put three levels into Spades, because four would’ve put him into Amateur, though he didn’t get the same warning about Amateur and Journeyman level threats. Interesting. He just didn’t want to throw all his eggs into one basket. The other two he put into Swords, since he had an axe and that was a blade weapon.

His skills section now looked less pitiful than before.

Skills:

Staves- (Beginner level 2)

Swords- (Beginner level 2)

Spades- (Beginner level 3)

All other skills- unranked

Ash now felt like he could probably jump and reach the five meters to the first root dangling off the huge floating rock.

“What are you doing down there?”

“Scaling the cliffs of insanity,” he muttered. “This is not as easy as it looks.”

“What? Are you mumbling again? I hate it when you mumble. Ash!”

“If you could lower a rope or a branch or something,” he muttered, “that would be nice. Otherwise just shut your yap and be patient.” He didn’t like the idea of butchering his Princess Bride references, but it couldn’t be helped. He was under a tad bit of stress here.

“I told you I can’t hear you!” she shrieked. If there were harpies in this world, and there probably were, she was probably attracting them.

“Only an asshole would leave her behind. Don’t be an asshole,” he muttered to himself. Ash wasn’t an asshole. If she kept this up, he’d leave her at the nearest… whatever. Safe place. If this was anything like Spellcraft, and it sure seemed like it was, they’d have towns that were immune to monster spawns and mobs. Safe from whatever was going on. Maybe just a campfire where you couldn’t be attacked.

Ash could plainly make out the fluctuation in gravity, which was… different. A feeling of lessening permeated the place, as the UI indicated by giving him a message that he’d succeeded an Attuned (Staves) check. Oh, and he’d received 5 experience points for that.

Nice. Although it didn’t seem like a lot, he’d take all the xps he could get.

Hunkering down near the gravity distortion, he took his dagger between his teeth and launched himself up and into it. Momentum carried him upwards, even as the feeling his body needed to fall disappeared. He slowed, but continued moving up and into the roots trailing off the floating rock. He was able to grab on and begin scaling with ease, given there wasn’t any gravity at work. He just went hand over hand, up and further up, until gravity slowly took hold again and his lower body drifted back down. Finally, he was forced to actually climb.

The AI or UI or the system gave him another pop up, telling him the difficulty in scaling this patch of terrain was easy, and that he had succeeded his first Tough (Spades) check! He attained 5 xp for both Tough and Spades, another tiny victory.

The climbing went well until he got to the part where it was only rock all the way to another clump of roots, but his body was far lighter than it had been as a human and he was skilled at doing the thing. He wasn’t required to pass another check until he took a rest at a ledge outcropping, and started climbing again. By then though he was back to the sticking-out roots, and made good progress up to the first of several caves.

You have entered a tutorial! The UI chirped. The Guide poofed into existence again, wide-eyed and smiling vacantly, like he’d been on some serious edibles while he’d been away.

“Are you… okay?” Ash asked.

“I’m great!” the genie ghost gushed. “I am at present in over seven million locations simultaneously. Although you would imagine this takes a toll, it is instead MAGNIFICENT and worthy of my many talents! I cherish the challenge!”

Ash decided this guy was on some serious mind-altering substances. Whatever drugs genie ghosts could do, he had done them. Possibly all of them at once. The spaced out look and the manic responses were both prime indicators.

On the other hand, he had to acknowledge that he knew nothing about genie ghosts, and the new paradigm he was currently living in, with its Attributes, Skills, cards, abilities, and such. As this thought occurred to him, a card popped into existence and drifted down to the floor. He bent and picked it up, and peered down. 3 Coins.

Right. More questions added.

Time had stopped yet again, and a timer of fifteen minutes was back up and running.

“Okay, what do I need to know, Guide?” he asked.

Guide spread his smile wide, then wider, and then wider still, until it went past where his temples would be on his big bulbous ghosty head. “Most of what you need to know you have already ascertained. You were able to access the pop ups explaining various skills and abilities, although you haven’t taken a look at your racial abilities or starting deck.”

“All right, hit me with it,” he said.

Guide took a huge breath of air Ash was pretty sure he didn’t need to take, and started speaking in a rapid fire cadence.

“Your deck will consist of between ten and fifty cards at all times, you may sub in any cards you like only with the proper sub action card played, though right now you lack any subbing cards because you haven’t yet used your deck at all. Also whenever you get into combat you’ll draw three cards, since you’re only a Beginner. Fewer cards is of course better for probability’s sake.”

Ash took all this in, and tapped at the deck icon beside his health and mana bars.

“Your basic deck has already been populated!” Guide supplied unnecessarily. The cards exploded into his face, massive in the cave entrance. Three were stacked up on one another, followed by two stacks of two, and then three individual cards.

The three were called Focused Attack, while the two were Reckless Attack. After that he had two copies of Mana Charge. The last three cards were called Deflect, Disarm, and Knockback.

These cards did as they said. He paid attention to the three unique ones, which gave him combat abilities aside from simple damage. Deflect was a defensive maneuver using his shield which would replenish the card of his choice out of his discard pile, Disarm caused an enemy to either replenish their hand or lose their current weapon, their choice, and Knockback was exactly as advertised. The enemy would lose the opportunity to attack since they’d be shoved backwards. All three of these cost Stamina and Mana, but only very little. This was good; he had nothing to spare as a level one nobody.

Mana Charge was next on his to-read list. This card caused him to put mana into his sword or shield, which increased damage, decrease durability loss, and increase the chance to break the opponent’s weapon. The borders around the images and the write ups of the first three cards were different than Mana Charge, which stood out as mystical and more Elf. These had come directly from him being an elf, then.

Reckless Attack seemed on reading to be the least impressive. He’d do a little extra damage and lower enemy defenses in return for lowering his defense by a lot. Only really useful if he was sure of a one-shotting opponents or maybe finishing them off when they were near death.

Focused Attack, being the most numerous, was probably the least useful. A common rarity card, coupled with the frequency with which it would appear, meant it was likely just a standard attack. He brought it to the forefront of his concentration and it enlarged to give him a closer look.

A balanced attack and defense gives away nothing. Choose to spend Mana, Health, or Stamina to activate. On your next successful strike, gain one of the three benefits.

Mana: You see your opponent’s cards and the one they are likeliest to play next.

Health: Your attack causes bleeding over the next 12-24 seconds.

Stamina: Your attack causes your opponent to discard a card from their hand at random. If this was their readied card, that ability is canceled but they draw another immediately.

Here he was a bit surprised. The write up gave him hope that it would be a worthy addition to… whatever was going to happen when he got into a fight.

He was also filled to the hilt with questions. “How do I know when to use these? Is this… turn based?”

“Not in the least!” Guide told him. “Your three cards will flash before you vision any time you get into a fight. There will be a split second of stopped time in order to choose and ready your current card. It will become instinctual. Afterwards, new cards will be drawn and you can make your choices by speaking the words or concentrating on the card you wish to use.”

Oh. So… just do something he’d never done before in a way that made no actual sense, and… yeah. Go for it. No problem.

“Oh look, an opponent approaches! You have the initiative this round, but you will lose it if you fail to act quickly. Choose your skill, hero…”

A tiny dragon person without wings, holding a sharpened stick, appeared out of the shadows. It immediately registered (from his Staves skill, for 5 more xp) as a kobold. It hissed at him, and in the middle of doing so, it froze. Three cards appeared: Mana Charge, Focused Attack, and Focused Attack.

“…or make a standard attack,” the Guide finished.

He went with Mana Charge, to see what the little guy would do. It didn’t look like it was going to be.

You’ve cast Mana Charge! The Kobold has chosen Reckless Attack!

The little guy raised his stick, bellowed a war cry, and charged forward, even as Ash felt… something indefinable. It was a feeling he would come to see as very familiar in the days to come, that of mana being channeled through a card and into an effect. For now it felt odd, like a whole of his focus, energy and attention had just surged down into the card, which exploded into blue light and infused his axe and shield with five of his mana points. The sensation was enough to feel distracting, which wasn’t good, because he had a tiny dragon thing coming at him in super slow motion.

Meanwhile the kobold thrust the stick forward and stabbed him just above the kneecap. The stick went right through his sweatpants and into his flesh, dealing 3 HP worth of damage and sending a jolt of pain shooting through his body.

Okay, while he could take another eight stabbings like this and not die, his body was telling him that one more and he was done for. Jesus Christ, this wasn’t a video game after all.

“For your second round, you may choose one of your action deck abilities, or go with a standard attack! They are—”

Ash roared in fury and took the thing’s head off with a mana-enhanced axe chop. It dealt 7 slashing damage, plus an additional 10 Force damage, which was more than enough to kill it with one hit. The kobold apparently had negative damage resistance. It did, however, possess more desire to kill him than it did survival instinct.

“You could’ve just told me to give you all my money, you rotten little fuck,” he hissed, and peered down at his bleeding leg. Then he touched the wound and winced again, then cussed a few more times for good measure. Cussing was a good way to reduce pain.


4- Ash Blows

Friday, Day 1

Two cards burst into being over the kobold’s dead body, and he picked them up. 1 coin was one of the cards, and Reckless Attack was the other. He would’ve laughed if it didn’t hurt so damn much.

“Hey Guide, if we’re doing video game rules, why does it hurt so much?”

“Video game rules?” Guide responded, blinking several times really fast.

“Never mind.” He held the 3 coins and the 1 coin card, went to stack them together, and almost jumped when they melted into a single card now reading 4 coins. Well, it would either come in handy or be really easy to steal all his money.

As if the card could read his mind, it split into two cards again, 1 and 3 coins. He took a deep breath, cursed softly once again, and let them meld back together.

Oh, he had a chip of a gem worth 15 coins. He wondered if he could just convert it into coins, so he took his card stash out of his inventory and shuffled through it. He quickly forgot all about the amethyst idea, though, because he started to really check out the haul he’d taken off the rain of cards from the mage battle.

First off, he had something like thirty Full Revive cards. Secondly, he had a bunch of gems that weren’t just uncut, these were Cut gems and a smaller number of Polished gems. Also, he had some high level shit that didn’t make much sense. Bladesong’s Soothing Kata was one such, which had so much text it had to be printed in 3 point type. It was restricted to a much higher level, Expert level 1 or above, and required an Adventurer Class. Another was Song of Recovery, which required Journeyman level 3 or above, and a Specialist Class. He had Mighty Leap, Deity’s Favor, and a whole host of other shit that wouldn’t be available to him. Some of these gave him hope, though they were still a ways off: healing, stamina and mana potion cards that were consumable, along with a full recovery potion he couldn’t use until he was Amateur at level 3. More consumable cards followed, like Wands, Staves, Clubs, Hearts, and more. These were all higher numbers, like 10, Jack, King, Ace… and were locked until he reached Amateur.

His time with the genie was running down and he needed questions answered.

“I’m ready,” he said.

“Fabulous!” Guide gushed. “Do you have further questions before we continue?”

“Did I get experience for killing this thing?”

Guide pointed to a place in Ash’s periphery where a host of notifications were stacked up and waiting. He perused through them quickly, so as not to get bogged down and use up all his time. He’d received 5 xp in Staves and Clever for identifying the kobold, 5 xp in Attuned for using mana charge, 5 xp in Swords and Fierce for performing a successful strike, and 10 xp for defeating the kobold. That last 10 went toward his Adventurer Class, and also into a pool for free points. He sat at 10/100 in most of his Attributes and several of his skills.

“Okay, great. What’s next?”

Guide waved a chubby blue hand and grinned again, mouth curling up, and up, and up, until it looked like he could unzip his head and flop it open like a cooler lid. A map appeared, showing this level and the exits. This was presently B6.

You’ve received a Quest!

Plot Quest: Rescue the princess. Free the princess from captivity and escort her to safety. Free princess: 0/1, Escort princess: 0/1.

Reward: +1 Class level, +1 attribute level, +1 free Skill level, random monetary reward, random item reward, random card reward, +Relationship level with the princess.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

That was a lot of loot for a single quest. He clicked Yes mentally, and was surprised when an additional pop up appeared.

You have elected to Rescue the princess. She’d like you to get right to it.

Optional Quest: Expedient Rescue. Hurry this along and the princess might be… very thankful. Free princess within 10 minutes: 0/1

Reward: +Relationship level with the princess depending on time elapsed.

A new timer appeared, making Ash curse. Yeah, of course she would. And of course the pervy AI would make it seem like a free roll in the hay if he went ahead and bungled his way through this without a hint of stealth, recklessly charging through traps and enemies without regard for his own health.

He knew Ashley well, well enough to know that sex with her was never free. There was always a cost. Sometimes that cost was embarrassing red scratches down your back that caused you to miss going into the gym shower. Sometimes it was the inability to walk straight because your balls hurt from being drained some four or five times in a single twenty-four hour span. Sometimes she let him do something he wanted and then demanded money for the pleasure, so she could buy this handbag, that dress, or that appliance he’d never heard of. Conversely she would take him shopping and force him to buy a gift to make it seem less like she was whoring herself out.

Seriously, he now had something called a styler, a mad refrigerator and closet hybrid. Like a fridge and a closet had had a one night stand. Fucking thing could only accommodate three hangers, and apparently just shook the shit out of your clothes and steamed them to make them smell better. So dumb.

He could’ve understood maybe having one of those things if he went to black tie events and his tuxedo or three piece suit smelled like vomit at the end of the night. Sure. But he owned a single suit jacket (Ashley insisted), or had owned a single suit jacket before today.

His suit jacket wearing days were over. Now were the days of blood and death.

He cursed at the quest under his breath and went off on a murdering spree.

***

Thankfully the dungeon here ran about eight feet high in most places and a good ten feet wide, giving him the ability to not only stand, but slash around to the side with his axe. He neither wanted a sore lower back from bending over for hours, nor a bashed skull from a stalactite.

Ash found he had the jump on the kobolds. One, he could see them in the dark just as well as they could see him, and staying quiet meant he got the jump on them nine times out of ten. When that happened, he got a free card selection and/or attack before they did. And he always went first with these little guys, so he could take two at a time without being hit. He’d only be hit if he used mana charge and charged up a magic-infused attack he didn’t need in the slightest. Focused Attack or Reckless Attack were just fine at getting the job done, but he wanted to see the others in action. Deflect was a pure defense card, so that got skipped over, but Reckless Attack and Knockback… jeez louise, these were overkill. Knockback sent the little guys tumbling ass over teakettle into the nearest wall, and in one instance he used his shield in a kind of uppercut motion that sent the little bastard crunching up into the ceiling. They were all quite dead before he even flung their bodies anywhere. It was mind bogglingly easy, which he assumed was kind of the point, since this was a tutorial after all.

They typically roamed in groups of two to three.

Despite the maddening ten minute timer, he took his time with the first few mobs, until by B4 he was charging into rooms with multiple kobolds, killing two before they had a chance to do anything, then killing the other one after deflecting its stick attack, or taking a single point of damage getting grazed. The first one had been a fluke, and he was only down to thirty-four HP by the time he hit B1.

He was a mass murderer by B5, and he was genocidal by B1. It would’ve been awful if they weren’t so consistently bloodthirsty and ready to poke him in the balls. Since they tried to kill him, and eventually started carrying actual edged weapons, he killed them right back.

It rained cards. Two out of every killed enemy, and sometimes a third. He didn’t even pause to look at them, but instead shoved them into the stack in his inventory and charged on ahead. He’d check them over and figure out how to update his combat deck when he had a moment. Since this was ludicrously easy, that wasn’t necessary. He’d find out one of these was always a coin or a few coins, and the second were low level potions, poor attack powers, or simple items he didn’t need.

He’d reached three minutes remaining when he finished ascending the last staircase to where the princess was ‘waiting’ for him, and now faced a dozen kobolds.

This caused him to slow his roll and take stock of the situation.

They had her tied to a throne of sorts, which he thought bore some resemblance to the recliner she’d forced him to buy just a few months ago. Damn thing had set him back more than a full paycheck, and made eating anything other than boxed Mac n’ cheese difficult. That and ramen.

The closer he looked, the more he could see some bits of his apartment: the tapestry on the wall was of Ashley and Ashley nose to nose, done by a professional in a studio, only in this photo she had a circlet on her curled blonde ringlets and huge emeralds in each ear, while he had lost the fashionable chin stubbly beard and instead was offering up his sword with head bowed, in gauntleted hands. He also noted the dining table was roughly in the same place, but it was now enormous, a massive slab of wood capable of seating over a dozen. Kobolds were currently either gorging themselves on the feast that had been there, or sleeping off their gluttony in the serving bowls and platters.

One of the kobolds was up on her lap, standing and wildly gesticulating at her, probably to shut the fuck up, but she wasn’t having it. She was howling in rage, cursing at them, and calling out for Ash to get his ass up there and save her.

It hadn’t sounded like she needed rescuing before.

Well, he still had more than half his health, so he readied one of the common potion cards from before and charged in, axe held high.

He’d say this much for what happened next: he would look back on it as a bad thing, an episode that gave him entirely too much courage to be foolhardy and reckless.

He tore apart the kobolds in this room, cutting the first one in half and kicking the second one hard enough with Knockback active that it slammed into two of its buddies and knocked them off their feet. One of those he would later stomp to death, while using the pokey bit of his axe head to take the other in the chest. For now though he cued up Reckless Attack, slapped a dagger aside with his buckler, and cleaved the little bastard in twain with his axe.

When the last of the ones attacking him were dead, he took a step toward Ashley, only to find she no longer had a kobold on her lap. Had he missed—

A war cry went up, and Ash turned to find a trio of kobolds standing on crates and crates of actual sticks of dynamite.

“What the f—” He got that far before one of kobolds held up a finger, its middle finger actually. It then leered at him, and produced a lighter’s worth of flame out of its scaly little mouth. Directly onto the wick of a stick of TNT.

Here’s the thing: Ash had never been forced to dive aside from a live grenade, or a live anything for that matter, in his life. He was quite a fit guy, with pretty good reflexes, but he was also used to life being orderly and not full of too many dangerous surprises.

He did dive out of the way, but not enough, but still took 6 damage off the blast because of area of effect (AOE) rules.

When he popped up, he let out a less impressive war cry than he would’ve liked, more of a panicked yelp really, and charged at the three little fucks. He then took another point of damage bouncing off a force field of purplish energy. When he groaned and rolled over to look, the middle one was laughing at him and holding up an amulet with a purple gem suspended in the middle by some unseen force. Around it, the body of the amulet was ring shaped and engraved with magical runes.

Repellant Amulet, Journeyman rank. Keeps your enemies from getting too close. This amulet causes knockback on enemies who attempt to get within ten feet of you. For further information on Repellant Amulet, increase your Staves or Cunning, or examine it more closely.

Yeah, fat chance of him doing any of those three things. Well, at least he got 5 xp for his Staves and Clever, for what good it did him.

None of his skill cards except for Deflect were going to do him a lick of good here, and it hadn’t come up in his hand anyway. No, he got two copies of mana Charge and Knockback.

It would have to be Knockback then. Maybe it would explode the TNT in his face, or maybe it would kick the explosive far enough away that he wouldn’t take damage while he tried to figure out what to do.

In the meantime his timer on the optional quest continued to tick down.

“Ash watch out!” Ashley screamed, and he turned with just enough time to once more dive away from a stick of TNT before it exploded. He took another 5 damage, and just like that dropped below 20.

He tried getting around behind the kobolds, only to take 9 damage dodging less well than before. Being hit by explosions was not his idea of a good time.

Also, and this was a fun aside, the room was beginning to come apart. He also narrowly dodged a stalactite impaling him from above. Dust was now everywhere.

He had under 90 seconds to get his shit together.

With Knockback as his ally, he whapped aside the next thrown stick of TNT, which sailed across the room, past a screaming Ashley, and out the crudely excavated window, where a small fireball mushroomed back into the room. He drew a Minor Health Potion, which came just in time, but it was consumable, and wasn’t added to his discard pile the moment he got seven hp back.

He’d revisit this if he lived.

He drew Deflect, and laughed maniacally at the ridiculousness of his plan. This wouldn’t work. It had to. He had 59 seconds to save Ashley… and get the optional quest reward. Which he technically didn’t need. He did, however, need to survive.

This time when the stick of dynamite came flying out of the kobolds’ little dynamite area, he dove forward and batted it with Deflect like a baseball swing. It sailed back toward the kobolds, through their shield effortlessly, and landed on a box of dynamite.

Time to go.

He immediately spun, grabbed up Ashley, throne and all, and started booking it for the stairs. He got a good little ways down the hall when the explosion took apart the entire apartment. A ball of fire surged down the hall, throwing him forward. Both of them actually. The throne bounced off his body and both of them went tumbling down the stairs.


5- Pulling an Atlas

Friday, Day 1

It turned out to be good luck that he’d drunk the health potion, because he came to with exactly 2 hp remaining. He groaned in pain, which brought his girlfriend stomping over toward him.

Ashley, hands on hips, seemed for the first time to be taking his condition seriously. In the past, whenever one of them returned home, it was time for sex. It didn’t matter if he was dead tired from working a double, doing overtime, or feeling like shit, she wasn’t paying attention to tiny details like that. She’d rip his clothes off and get him in condition to give her what she wanted. If the converse was true, and she’d had a rotten day, it was time for your standard hate fuck. She’d be snarling and talking all dirty while she slammed her ass down on him over and over again.

“Fuuuuuck,” she whispered, stricken.

“Hm?” he asked.

“I thought… you… were gone.”

She’d thought he was dead. Which was ridiculous, under these new game system rules, but neither of them knew that yet.

She knelt, tears running down her face, and gathered him up in a crushing hug. She got a whole bear hug full of relief, exasperation, and crying, laughing joy for a good long while.

“Why…” he started to ask, then broke down hacking and coughing up all the dust he’d breathed and swallowed from the detonation.

“You were so… that was amazing,” she breathed.

Kisses were raining down on his face after this, before he could get the question out. She alternated kissing him and staring into his face. This he could understand, given he’d chosen to be an elf. He wasn’t entirely sure what he looked like now—he didn’t have a mirror in his inventory—but he was certain it was pretty different.

It didn’t seem to matter to her. She alternated hugging him, cupping his face in her hands, along with alternating beaming at him and kissing him all over. “My hero,” she told him. “My hero!”

On the one hand it was nice to be on the receiving end of affection and concern, instead of having her snarl and bite his shoulder while pummeling him with her nether regions. On the other hand, she still wasn’t listening to him.

This was forgivable. The situation was not a normal one by any stretch of the imagination. What was a bit more normal was her crouching now rubbing the top of his thigh where she straddled him, unconsciously rubbing up and down over him. That was more quintessentially Ashley.

“Why… why are you an orc?” he asked finally.

Between going to sleep, having their apartment transformed into a floating island, and finally having Ash rescue her, she’d transformed into a seven foot, female bodybuilder version of herself. She now sported gray green skin and very green hair, but done in the same style she’d had since before they started dating: curly but clipped into a messy ponytail.

She was stacked, though, with plenty of curves and a slightly stronger jawline. Her bust had always been on the larger side, but these new beauties were in his face and barely covered by a scrap of leather.

“Oh! Oh shit!” she exclaimed. She had, in fact, gotten him with those tusks poking up from her lower jaw, harmless little scratches that didn’t hurt, but made him question whether he was going to lost his las two hit points.

She smacked herself upside the head and laughed, then pointed at nothing for a second, reading carefully. Following this, her eyes briefly glowed with magic, and once again Ash felt the telltale surge of mana shiver through the air. Her hand began glowing as well, red and then lightening to pink, and immediately on the heels of that, the mana entered his body.

Now this was fucking weird, and somewhat awful.

Healing takes time. Your body goes through a whole process, which can be painful, and sometimes itchy. Ash went through all the agony of having his bones stitched back together, his contusions un-contused, the blood from internal bleeding all stuff back in the organs where it came from, and then the wounds began stitching themselves back together. He got the agony and the itchiness all in one fell swoop.

The spell was a minor one though, and healed him for 8 HP. He went up to 10 in short order, and when she forced more mana through it, he got another 7.

“What… was that?” he asked. Staves was in the process of telling him: she’d used Focused Casting, the Caster version of Focused Attack, which gave her several options like he got. One of those was healing, apparently.

“I tried everything I could to get out,” she said, answering his first question. “When they froze I picked the biggest, nastiest thing I could find to try scaring them off. But I just turned into this.” She gestured at her vaguely superheroine exterior, barely constrained by a leather bikini. He did as she asked, looking at the faint six pack, the seeming endless cleavage, the sweat dripping down between her breasts, and the complete absence of anything but toned muscle. Human Ashley had been hot, but orc Ashley was another thing entirely, and his body reacted to this.

“Then it asked what class I wanted, and I asked if there was a way to magic out of the situation. Magic to, I don’t know, break the chains and kill those guys. Except I didn’t get very many hit points, and there were so many of them. More of them means harder to intimidate.”

“It’s all right,” he said, and kissed her back. “Thank you for the healing.”

She continued on kissing him. It was nice, after all the sharp pointy things getting at him, and being fucking stabbed by a stick, and climbing to the rescue. Although her tusks were getting in the way, she was really grateful for something he’d done, for one of the first times in their relationship together.

Maybe… maybe this could fix them. He’d been on the verge of breaking up with her so many times, only to wonder what the hell else he’d do instead. Well, now he’d protect her, and she’d… shoot them with fireballs or something. And heal him after a hard battle. Everything could become very simple, if he played his cards right.

Literally.

His hands drifted over her body, which was very much like the old Ashley, only more. He got twin handfuls of her ass even as she ground herself down onto his burgeoning erection, and he felt her hand slither between their bodies to confirm what she was feeling.

She darted her tongue into his mouth and moaned at the attention. It had never mattered if the house was spotless or actually a half-destroyed cave system with rocks under his back. She soon had her hand in his pants and was finding everything already in working order. Something about the influx of adrenaline and having her incredible body pressed against his had made him painfully hard.

“You saved my life,” she whispered, jerking him back and forth.

“That’s my job now,” he whispered right back.

“Well my life saver has another job now,” she breathed, and crawled down between his legs. She didn’t even wait for his pants to be fully down before engulfing his cock in one fell swoop. She began humming, too, eyes drifting closed and full of foggy lust but locking onto his.

Now that she saw he was staring down at her, she opened her mouth and made him watch as she licked him from root to tip. Then she slid even lower and started licking at his balls while she slowly jerked him off.

Her being an orc made her seem enormous, able to smother his full length with a single fist. This was not normal, but it was pretty incredible for her to take his entire sack in her mouth all at once, lashing at it back and forth with her much longer tongue.

He arched up and she went even lower, got even dirtier. Her tongue snaked even lower, something she’d never once done, wriggling into his back door, farther than he’d anticipated she would go. Further than he thought possible.

She kept at that, slowly jacking him while wiggling that long tongue, until she suddenly growled and crawled up the length of his body.

In that time, he reached into the User Interface to get at his Quest rewards. He wanted that extra level of Tough and that extra level of Spades, putting both at Amateur level 1. He also ignored the warning that now shit would get real: Amateur and Journeyman level threats might come after him.

His only thought in this moment was to last as long as possible, to help get his princess off. And, when she lined him up and lowered herself down his length, he definitely felt he had more in the tank. The sudden incredible pleasure of her engulfing his cock was matched only by the increase in stamina. He felt harder, if that was possible.

Soon she was riding him, hard, and he saw the old Ashley in her concentrated stare, her grunts and soft curses, the breaks she took to get down and lock lips with him, the way she growled his name and told him exactly what to do.

“You looked so fucking good coming after those little fuckers,” she breathed, slamming her hips down on him.

“That right?” he grunted.

“I got wetter every time you killed another one,” she told him. “Ugh, fuck, fuck me hard, Ash.”

He savored this feeling of normalcy, buried deep in his girlfriend and fucking for all he was worth. They had that rapport, where he knew when her endurance was up, and the exact moment several minutes later when she needed to change positions. He rolled the both of them over, got her super long legs up on his shoulders, and went at her for all he was worth. She wasn’t lying either, she’d been wetter than he could remember.

She in turn did what she always did in this position, and stared expertly playing with her clit.

The sight of her below him was astonishing. It was like he was buried in a runway model. It was like the most jacked woman at the gym had suddenly turned, smirked at him, and told him she’d fuck his brains out as a reward for losing all that weight this year.

As an orc she was more flexible than she’d been, and he had no trouble getting her knees up onto her chest, and no trouble leaning in to lick at her long forest green nipples. This bent her in half, trapped her hand between them, and put her feet around his ears.

“Gah!” she cried out. “I’m… I’m…”

She’d cum now, which was good, because he was right at the edge himself. Seeing her glistening abs, her head thrown back in pleasure, feeling her pussy clamping on him was enough to make him unsure of whether he could last long enough. She started convulsing a moment before he lost control, and bucked nearly hard enough to shove him out and onto his ass, where he came hard. Still, he slid out and exploded as hard as he ever had, painting her with ropes of seed. Instead of her typical disgusted mask, she brought her hands up and rubbed his offering into her skin, staring at his face the whole time.

They stared at one another in the gloom of the cave, panting hard, with her smiling lazily and him.

“You want to go again?” she asked. This was Ashley speak for ‘let’s fuck again’ and in normal, pre-apocalypse times was not actually a question. He had felt, once upon a time, annoyed by this kind of thing, but whatever had just happened to his body, he was digging it big time. Yeah, he could go again, and much sooner than he had as a human.

He also… felt different. Like himself, but more. He stood, and gestured to his softening cock. “You get me hard, I’ll fuck you again.”

More bravado, more confidence than he’d felt in a long time too. Damn, did it feel good to be a psycho serial killer? Yes, yes it did.

She actually grunted in need, and scrambled up onto her hands and knees.

Princess Ashley, formerly Ashley Vanderpelt of Grosse Pointe, Michigan, was clearly not the same person she had been just two hours ago. Tusks aside, green skin aside, huge breasts barely contained by a fur bra aside, she had already done things with him sexually that she’d never done before meeting him and making him her boyfriend. More importantly, she’d never even expressed the desire to do anything of the sort. She had never been the prim and proper princess her parents thought she ought to be, demanding things of him sexually at any time she felt like it. She was domineering and forceful.

That said, she’d never spent so much time giving him head, or heading even further south. That was brand new, and he wondered how much of that was her as an orc or how much of that might’ve been the new circumstances they found themselves in. He didn’t question it, but instead marveled at the way she crawled on hands and knees to where he stood, rather than grabbing and pulling him in by his cock, or grabbing his head and forcing it between her legs.

The new Ashley, who’d always wrinkled her nose at the idea of tasting her own pussy juices, commented idly, “Mmm. I taste… good. And so do you.” Then she began to practice her sword swallowing skills by slurping his rapidly recuperating equipment into her mouth.

Ten minutes later, when she’d gotten him as hard as he’d been earlier, she did another thing that was uncharacteristic of the old Ashley: she pulled off and said, “Cum on my face, Ash.”

“Are you—”

She went back down on him and he felt the head bump against the back of her throat, then watched in astonishment as she gagged but pushed past her throat’s automatic reaction, and kept going with several tongue swirls. Just a second later, she took his hand and put it on the back of her head, followed by the other. Not a second after that, one of her hands began to play with sack, lightly scraping fingernails along it in a way that made him shiver with pleasure.

What the hell had changed when she chose to be a magic using orc?

Ash didn’t care, and instead just relished in the job she was doing. She was skilled, even if she hadn’t liked doing this in the past. He had more stamina this time, and thought about telling her he wanted to be inside her again, he just waited to see when her patience would run dry, and she’d demand another rough fucking.

Some ten minutes later, he was getting close, and he realized she wasn’t going to stop. She was humming around his length, using her tongue, and massaging his balls.

“I’m gonna…” he told her in a strangled groan. “I’m gonna…”

The moment he let out the climactic groan, she pulled back and tilted her face to the sky with eyes closed. True to her demand, he gave her a full load to the face, marveling that she would do this in the first place, and perhaps more astonished that she’d ignored discomfort in her knees, throat, jaw, and most astonished that she wasn’t demanding an orgasm in return. Instead she smiled.

“Do I look as dirty as I think I look?” she purred.

She was as hot, or hotter, than any pornstar he’d ever seen on the internet. If only his phone hadn’t melted into a creature or a mushroom, and he could immortalize the moment with a photo.

“Dirtier,” he told her, and she shivered in response. When he went to help her clean up, she just laughed it off and smeared his seed into her skin, then got her eyes open and cleaned off with a scrap of cloth from nearby.

He’d straight up murdered a dozen beings in front of her in order to save her from captivity, and one of those had been to bat aside frigging dynamite. He had destroyed an entire room and nearly gotten himself killed specifically for her. A certain amount of sympathy or feeling she was indebted to him was possibly in order, and he was feeling right now that he didn’t care how she felt about it. She owed him her life.

Everything was different outside in the world. Everything appeared to be different between the two of them.

Or it could be that orcs were just filthier, more physically sexual, and dirtier talkers than humans. Since there was no way to be certain, he let it go for now. There were far bigger concerns anyhow, such as survival. He would have to deal with the Ashley situation sooner or later, and probably sooner, but for right now survival and normality won out.

Other concerns: how much of earth had been fucked over by the spell bubble done up by the red mages and the blue mage, whether or not his best friend plus wife and one toddler were all right, and whether or not his parents were all right.

They could (and probably should) be done in order. One, survive and thrive. Two, scout the land. Three, contact Lucifer Yves Daniels, aka Queen Lucy, his wife Jezebel Wiseman-Daniels, and their just-two-year-old Damien Alistair Daniels. If necessary, add to his adventuring party, or relocate them to safety. Four, contact his parents, and relocate them to safety.

His worthless piece of shit brother and stuck up sister certainly weren’t going to check up on their parents. She was an aspiring something or other, probably working as a barista in fucking Los Angeles of all places, while their bother was serving out another multiple year term in a state penitentiary. Neither of them had called home or visited since before Covid.

Ash took a deep breath, shouldered his girlfriend’s entire existence and the family burden. Again. He had to be the glue that held people together. It was his lot in life.

So it was time to get to work. The first step was seeing about a better deck. Now that he was not lust-addled, he realized he’d done something stupid by pushing his Tough attribute and Spades skill above Beginner. Although he didn’t regret it, since the sex had been better than he’d had in years, he now needed to power level. Hopefully it was early enough in the tutorial stage of the game that things wouldn’t get too insane and he could handle a bit of a challenge.

He needed more skills with some levels before they got attacked by some serious enemies. These kobolds had been pushovers, TNT throwing bosses aside.

“What’re we doing here?” Ashley asked him. “The exit is that way. I can see daylight filtering down. Come on.”

He was sorely tempted to roll his eyes and go with it, but today was a new day, and this Ash was a new Ash. He couldn’t just roll over and present his tummy every time she told him what to do. She might be an orc, but he’d saved her life.

She actually got up almost a full set of stairs before shouting, “Hey!” and running back down to be at his back. She grabbed onto his bicep, but instead of jerking him around to shout in his face about how they needed to do whatever she said, she instead let herself be meekly led up the other staircase.

More cards and a better deck meant returning to the scene of the blast and poking through the possibilities. And picking up several cards along the way.

Most of these were simply coins, and not too many, so he stacked them into his single card, but he also found a single Uncut Aquamarine card. Like the amethyst, it showed a picture of a chip of crystal, but unlike the amethyst, it was only worth 8 coins. Big lunk that he was, he didn’t read anything into it without further information, and stacked it next to his other gem. Then he finished his trudge up the stairs into the exploded room that had once been his apartment before it became the dungeon lair for a bunch of tiny dragon people.

That room was also awash with cards. Most of them were just a couple of coins each, and combined into a single card once he stacked them together, and a lot of them were pitiful copies of Reckless Attack or Focused Attack, but there were others he hadn’t seen before. Hell, he hadn’t even looked carefully at the collection he was amassing, and that needed to change. First though he had to get the two of them to safety.

The first thing that happened once they reached the top of the floating island was that he completed his quest. The ‘Free Princess’ objective had been completed earlier, giving him access to the attribute and skill rewards. He’d foolishly spent those in the heat of passion so he could last longer.

On the other hand, it had worked, so was it really a waste?


6- The Fall of Throdric Foecrusher

Friday, Day 1

Quest Complete: Rescue the princess. Free the princess from captivity and escort her to safety. Free princess: 1/1, Escort princess: 1/1.

Reward: +1 Class level, +1 attribute level, +1 free Skill level, random monetary reward, random item reward, random card reward, +Relationship level with the princess.

New cards popped into being as well, directly into his hand. The first was 53 coins, a mammoth sum compared to what he’d gotten out of all the piddly little kobolds. The second was Strider’s Boots, an uncommon item card with alternate art, apparently. None of the other cards had full card art. The boots looked simply gigantic, painted from a worm’s eye view, and they were worn and the soles were obviously caked with mud. It seemed kind of ridiculous to make a full art card of a pair of dusty old leather boots, but he didn’t make the rules here. They eased pain from walking long distances when worn, and pushed your walking and running speeds by a factor of 1.5 times, which sounded pretty great. He didn’t have any items equipped, and didn’t know any better, so as a starting item, he’d take it.

The third was Trip Attack. It might only be common, but tripping somebody sounded useful. It went right into his combat deck.

Holding Strider’s Boots in his hand, he tried to figure out a way to activate the card or manifest the boots, but nothing happened. Simply staring at the card did nothing. A mental command did nothing. For now, it went into the stack with the other cards.

“What are you doing?” she asked him.

“Nothing, don’t worry about it.”

She froze behind him.

His relationship level with the princess had passed out of Close Friends and into Intimate Friends, since their rating together had been in the high 40s and was now 57. It seemed odd to him not to have been closer friends, but the system felt peculiar in other ways. It seemed the wrong term for someone you had sex with on the regular, but he wasn’t going to get too deeply into it. The write up for Intimate Friend explained that this person would keep your secrets in confidence, and trust you with their life, so he guessed that seemed good.

“Ash?” she asked, voice small.

“What?”

“I’m scared.”

He stopped and turned. She melted into his arms and stood there trembling for a while. “It’ll be okay,” he whispered. “I’m here.” This was his job. Propping up others. Atlas held up the entire world, so Ash could handle hoisting up a handful of family and friends. Some people were talkers, ready to make other people calm down or believe them. Others were planners, ready to take on objectives and battles by thinking through the problems and directing people to do what they felt needed doing. And some, like Ash, were doers. A lot of times they ended up manipulated by the talkers, or falling in line behind the planners. In historical times, some of them ended up ruling from atop a mountain of bones.

She clearly couldn’t be any more than three feet from him. Every time he went to pick up a card, she was right there, staring around like the room might still bite her, or one of the kobolds would appear and poke her in the knee with a stick.

Cards. He would survive with the best cards. The cards he’d seen from the aftermath of the apocalypse-inducing roiling magical miasma cemented this. He needed to level up, he needed to acquire better cards, make a choice of classes.

All the ones from outside, from around the bubble, were far too high level for him. All of them required him to be a mid-tier Journeyman at least, and those ones looked ultra shitty compared with some of the badass ones. He had one called Eldritch Miasma, which by the art and the description created a huge field of creepy fog, and a bunch of grabby grabby tentacles to snatch up opponents. It lowered visibility for everybody except the Caster, created fear and confusion as conditions for opponents, and anyone wrapped up in tentacles took a whopping 75-250 damage every round, which amounted to six seconds. It sounded a whole lot like they would simply tear people apart. Others were more incredible or less, but every single one of them required him to be much higher in level to use them.

It would be fine. He just needed to be patient and not make idiot mistakes. Like spending free points on attributes and skills that made him better at sex.

He breathed out a curse to himself. It would be find. He’d kill a whole bunch more creatures like these kobolds and get more levels.

His Fierce was already at 100/100, meaning he’d leveled up to Beginner 3 for killing all those little fuckers, and now he was at 25/100 to hit Amateur level 1. It would be easy. Another fifteen stabby stabs at 5 xp each, and kablam, level up.

Speaking of, he’d leveled up his class, whatever that meant. He clicked on the red button that read Level Up in big bold white letters, and immediately got a cascade of goodies.

You have gained a free card. Quick Attack has been added to your deck.

You have gained a free Attribute level.

You have gained 2 free skill levels.

He had some free points to distribute, and that meant options. He didn’t know if assigning his free Attribute to Fierce would erase his experience, so that was a hard no. He was a quarter of the way to done. On the other hand, he had really only climbed and slashed things apart with his axe so far.

Best not to, yet anyway. He had weak spots to strengthen. With that in mind, he started with skills. He was missing a lot, and needed to try to predict what he’d need next.

Cups (unranked)

Wands (unranked)

Staves (Beginner level 2)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Coins (unranked)

Arcana (unranked)

Hearts (unranked)

Clubs (unranked)

Diamonds (unranked)

Spades (Amateur level 1)

Clubs would give him an intimidation skill and also make him better at shield bashing, since it was for blunt weapons. Coins he would probably use to negotiate a good deal on some equipment or more of these cards. He had coins but didn’t want to get suckered out of all of them at once. He didn’t anticipate using a ton of magic as a Fighter guy, so Wands was out. As well, he couldn’t see himself carousing over a bunch of beers and trying to make friends, so Cups didn’t seem very useful. The bit about resisting poisons was nice and useful, especially if he could then drink people under the table, though he doubted there was any chance somebody at Beginner level 1 was going to be doing any of that.

Now here was the rub: he had some of those instant experience point cards, like the one that had given him two full levels of Staves all at once. Though not nearly as many as wild special abilities, special attacks, spells, familiars, and creature summon cards. He could just consume all of these skill xp cards, but he thought perhaps it might be better to see about their price in a market, and then grab up all the Swords, Spades and Fierce cards he could with the money he pulled in.

Too many choices. He’d never been good at this in video games, but luckily in video games it usually didn’t matter.

In order to fill the role of tank or DPS melee dealer, he would need to intimidate foes away from squishier Casters like Ashley, or taunt them using Clubs as a skill. The other option was the always-vague but never useless luck, and that seemed to be Diamonds.

And last but not least, he could continue to push his endurance higher with Spades, to figure out how far Amateur went.

For now he put one in Spades and the other in Clubs. Having only four out of the ten skills seemed kind of appropriate for a fighty guy, but he hated it anyway. He didn’t like being useless at things in his games, though he knew you could never do everything. He liked options.

Skills:

Staves (Beginner level 2)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Clubs (Beginner level 1)

Spades (Amateur level 2)

All other skills unranked

Next, he needed to take a look at his Attributes and level up using the free Attribute point from his class level. And although he found himself tempted to just throw it in Tough again, he’d amassed some xps from taking a huge explosion, and also the sex. He didn’t think he’d lose them, but he didn’t know.

He had 50 out of 100 xp in Quick, and 25/100 xp in Fierce, which seemed like the best place to sink it if he wanted to learn whether the xp would be lost or not. The others he thought might be worth it: Attuned, sitting now at 15/100 xp, and Sly, sitting at zero xp. Bupkiss. Fierce he used more though, and wanted to know, so he placed his free level in Fierce, hit Amateur 1, and also lost his xps.

Also, too late, he realized Tough was now Amateur level 1, and wouldn’t require 100 xp per level, but 1,000. And if he’d been paying close attention to this overly complicated mess of a system, he would have seen that his xp for leveling Adventurer had been near level 2 before he got the free level. It had erased all his experience points and put him at zero.

He swore, but didn’t sweat it much. This was still very early game. He was hopeful that he could iron out the issues before things got seriously difficult. His stats were looking pretty decent so far.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Adventurer, Beginner- level 2

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Beginner level 2)

Quick- (Beginner level 2)

Sly- (Beginner level 2)

Tough- (Amateur level 1)

Maybe being deficient wouldn’t matter so much if he boosted his Attributes really high.

Speaking of things not mattering, he now counted forty-two Full Revive cards. If he could really die and come back, he wanted to know how that worked as well.

“What?” Ashley asked him. “Don’t look at me like that!”

“We need to do an experiment.”

***

They’d reached the top of the floating island, where they now had a commanding view in all directions but one. The top of the floating island was nearly a hundred meters across and maybe forty meters wide, around the size of the apartment building roof. For as far as he could see, the urban landscape of Phoenix had been completely remade. Houses and buildings had been transformed into giant trees, giant mushrooms, tiny floating islands with little buildings on top, and other oddities. A towering edifice of crystal stood off to one side, massive, bruise purple, and glittering in the morning light. Islands floated higgledy-piggledy everywhere, some with survivors on them, one with a dragon curled up on top, snoring smoke into the sky. He noted cactuses roaming the desert scrubland, having been transformed into monsters of some kind. Trees now had bright orange or purple or blue leaves. Some were two hundred feet high.

So, at very least, all of greater Phoenix was now… whatever this was. If he eventually got around to getting a job skyfaring, if jobs still existed, he could check out whether or not this also affected California.

“I don’t like this!” Ashley cried.

“Nobody likes this,” he lied. All in all, he was having a great time, if he were being honest with himself. The part about dying and then trusting a piece of cardboard to bring you back to life was the last hurdle. Once he saw that this worked, he would be thrilled to live here.

The trouble was, of course, that he didn’t particularly want to test out the theory, on himself or others. The kobolds hadn’t come back from the dead, for instance. He didn’t like the idea of killing Ashley, because again he wasn’t a dickhole. She had done some nasty things to him over the two years they’d been dating, both nasty in the good sense and nasty in the not-great sense. Bringing him to those insufferable parties.

She’d also tied him to the bed and teased him and edged him until he came from the touch of a feather duster. She’d insisted when they got their first apartment on anointing every room in the house, starting with the little balcony outside the master bedroom. They’d nearly been caught that time, which Ashley had loved.

Her edict on ‘everywhere in the house’ included every possible surface: couch, recliner, shower, desk chair, kitchen and bathroom countertops, dining table, on the washer and dryer, and up against the inside of the front door. He had been thrilled to oblige her.

She’d nursed him back to health when he caught Covid specifically so she could make him pay her back for two weeks of not having sex with her. Then she’d insisted on him getting her off at least three times a day, until it became unsustainable and she complained of abdominal pain.

So Ashley wasn’t all bad. She was a person and didn’t deserve to be killed for not being a top notch person. He certainly wasn’t perfect by any measure.

Still… he didn’t have anybody else to test this out on.

“Howdy neighbor!” a voice called out from a little ways off.

Or did he?

A stout dwarf with a big bushy red beard came striding up out of another cave system exit. He had on a horned metal skullcap of a helmet with a nose protector, one of those things that never seemed viable in the slightest when you saw it in movies. He also had on the largest shoulder guards Ash had ever seen in real life. This was definitely some Spellcraft nonsense, where the shoulder armor climbed to ludicrous heights.

Which reminded him; he’d been neglecting to wear his Adventurer’s gear.

“You must be the two really loud and frequent sex havers,” the dwarf said. “You look enough like her, and you look enough like him. Elf, huh? And orc? I would’ve thought it would go the opposite way.” He extended a hand. “Throdric Foecrusher, at your service. Adventurer, but I’m really gunning for a paladin or a heavy Fighter. You know: great hammer, rune-engraved tower shield, big rat as a steed that chews through rock like it’s nothin’, bad Scottish accent. Mm-mmm!”

Here was another guy who was taking to the new life as a Spellcraft player with gusto. Ash kinda felt bad about what was going to happen.

“You get a quest?” He asked the dwarf. He was pretty sure his name had been Rodney, or Robert. Had really only seen him in passing the last couple of months.

The dwarf nodded. “Kobold infestation, guarding the ancient armor of my ancestors.” He chuckled. “Quest was stupid easy, which is good I guess. I think the old lady in 212 didn’t do so well, by the screams, but there was no saving her. Anyway yeah, armor. I’m third generation Japanese American, so the ancient armor of my ancestors definitely never looked like this. It was probably some samurai shit. Which would’ve been cool.”

Definitely Robert. Akimura, or Akihito.

They wandered over to the edge of the floating island, and Throdric Foecrusher whistled. “I don’t know what happened, but it’s… awesome. Unless I’m in a drug-induced coma, in which case I guess it’s still fucking awesome.”

“Sorry about this.” He needed to make this quick. He already had the Full Revive in his hand, and in a flash had the card tucked down into the dwarf’s breastplate.

“Huh?” Suddenly grabbing onto Throdric’s plate at the top and bottom, Ash tossed him out into the air. He felt his stomach lurch at the surprised shout out of the neighbor, but then distance swallowed it up. Ash’s concerned face fell; the card had slipped out of Throdric’s breastplate and went fluttering toward the ground like an autumn leaf, veering well wide of the armored dwarf. Well fuck.

The dwarf fell, and fell, and then smashed into the ground hard.

They were far too high in the air for him to survive.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Ashley whispered.

“We had to know,” he said, feeling like a douche. It was Throdric or Ashley, and she was less appealing as a sacrifice than the talkative neighbor. She opened her mouth to speak again but he shushed her. Focusing on the distant dwarf’s body, he squinted to see what he could.

A bright light appeared from within Throdric’s body, and a shining golden card rose up, spinning and floating and radiating a pure white light. In that light, Ash thought he could make out the ghostly blue form of the dwarf flipping him the bird.

A few moments later the ghost crawled back into the body, which stood up and definitely flipped him the bird.

I should’ve just given him the Full Revive, he thought to himself, feeling like an ass. He could’ve put the card in his inventory instead of losing it. I should’ve told him what was going to happen.

He’d been too shaky with trepidation over the likely outcome, and the additional possible outcome of the Full Revive not working at all. Splattering the chittering little kobolds were one thing, and a neighbor was another thing entirely.

Ash checked his relationship status with Throdric Foecrusher and found he dropped from StRanger (+2) to Enemy (-30). Meaning he’d learned a lot about how things worked just by tossing a dwarf.


Interlude- Kayle Jai Taunts

Kayle Jai tried not to struggle too much in the bonds placed on her. They automatically tightened with each move, and that made the act of breathing agonizing, but her natural regeneration was up to the task of keeping her alive and well. Currently up to the task, at any rate. On the other hand, it was hard to stay still when she felt like chortling.

“What did you do?” the archmage roared for about the fiftieth time. “WHAT. DID. YOU. DO?”

“Unchain me and we can talk,” Kayle responded evenly, trying not to show off just how much the reddish bands of magic pained her. Her formerly light purple skin was stained red around the wrists and ankles. On the other hand, all the worst injuries to her internal organs and skeleton had healed right up. She’d also purged the bone dissolver parasites. Those had been a real trick to handle, since magic was dependent on concentration and having your bones dissolved made that understandably difficult.

A rope of pure pain shot out of the archmage’s hand and looped around her neck.

“Where did the others go?” the archmage demanded. “You’ll tell me, and you’ll tell me now, or so help me...”

“So help you?” She laughed, which further enraged him, and soon the painful bands tightened on her wrists and ankles. “Why would I? You’ll never see them again either way,” she responded. “What did you expect to happen, Tellek? That we would just let you march to yet another world, completely transform it for the sake of your little pet project, and murder however many billions of sentient creatures on it? You had to know we would try to stop it, and if we couldn’t stop it, at least give the people a fighting fucking chance.”

She’d never tell him about the unique card she had for evening up the odds in a fight. She’d hoped to keep hold of it to use in a truly desperate situation, like a million to one, but it had erased all of his allies in one fell swoop, leaving a ‘fair fight’ of one on one. Honestly, the look on his face when that happened had been well worth the expenditure of a masterpiece rarity card.

“Those insignificant little parasites had no idea what they were doing with their planet. They deserved extinction. All they were doing was murdering one another in different an inventive ways while poisoning every portion of the globe. We would’ve been doing the planet a favor by killing all of them.”

Tellek, archmage, paced back and forth inside a room constructed largely of stone, but heavily worked with magic runes. Outside the windows, a never-ending soup of random magic colors sloshed by forever. Every once in a while the strange visuals seemed to gain some semblance of sentience and surge toward the window with intent. The runes around the window frame flared to life and fought back whatever it tried to do.

“We could never allow that. Not again,” she said. “It was never your planet to rape. Hopefully it never will be.”

“You’ve pushed back the timeline months, if not years!” he bellowed. “Do you know what happens to the Esotericum if we fail at our jobs?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “It’s never happened before in untold millennia, has it?”

“No, and if we’re all lucky, it never will!”

“Even a toddler could pierce through that propaganda bullshit, Tellek. They’ve got you by the balls and you know it.” Here she put on a self-righteous voice, full of snark. “Nothing says ‘fall in line without question’ like ‘oh if we don’t do our jobs the whole universe will collapse in on itself and chaos will reign supreme. And by the way no you can’t ask questions about what the Esotericum is fighting. Nobody’s ever seen it and if you’re lucky nobody ever will.’ Yawn.”

“Chaos will reign supreme, you deluded sociopath!”

“All you’ve been doing is seeing, smelling, and eating their bullshit your entire life. Will you please pull your head out of the Esotericum’s rectum and look around?” she asked. He never would and they both knew it. The first rule of conspiracy theorists is you do not undermine their little imaginary pet projects. “Oh, I feel a portmanteau coming on. Rectotericum? Esoterectum? I’m not loving either of those, though I prefer the first one. We can workshop it.”

“We’re not getting anywhere here,” he said coldly.

“Tellek—”

She got this far before the lashes of pain lit up her whole body yet again. She’d scored herself a few minutes of valuable reprieve, and that would have to be enough for the time being. After all, she didn’t have much of a say in the matter.


Throdric Foecrusher Takes Steps

Throdric Foecrusher had played tabletop miniature games before the end of the world turned his small, cluttered apartment into a small, jewel-encrusted cave dwelling. He had an entire Necro-Cull Foecrusher Army in Infinite Legions, and those routinely sold for ten grand on eBay these days, especially ones that had been meticulously painted. He’d bought, painted, and actually fought with the Glitter Hulk Destroyer ‘miniature’ which measured a whopping thirty-eight centimeters long. He had the Azure Legions Limited Edition Gryphon Starhawk squadron, which was only sold at San Diego’s annual WarCon, and even then they only made five thousand of them. He’d gotten into fights getting that out of the con.

Throdric, or Rodric before he’d become Throdric, had been more than meticulous in his paint job, carefully referencing every online image of Necro-Culls available, then ensuring he had all the paints necessary, the sealers, the oils to mix, the teensy paintbrushes, and the huge magnifier with the light in it to make sure he got the glowing green veins to be the right type of green, and not the armor, which needed to be deep. The Glitter Hulk was selling for almost as much, and the Gryphon Starhawks just a little bit less.

He’d been holding out hope that his discontinued and limited edition miniatures, along with his gigantic miniature, would skyrocket in value and he’d buy a thousand DuckCoinz, watch them mature for a couple of years, and sell them off to live into retirement.

Now all his Necro-Culls had morphed into crystals and splashes of bioluminescent worms on the cave walls. His entire retirement scheme was worms.

Then, to add insult to injury, his neighbor had shoved him off a floating island and killed him. Because when life fucked Throdric Foecrusher, it didn’t lube up the strap-on first. No, it picked the one with the dragon scales and really rammed it up there without warning or foreplay.

There was one saving grace in all of this, and it was that Throdric Foecrusher now had a Quest with his neighbor’s name on it. That quest not only gave him Ash’s name (a stupid one: Ash Phoenix), but it also pointed in Ash’s direction, told him how far away Ash was at any given time, and now that he’d gotten to Amateur one, told him that Ash was on a quest out to San Diego.

Meaning there was nowhere Ash could go that Throdric could not follow.

Side Quest Complete: Investigate the Ancient Ruins. Discover what secrets lay in the ruins just north of Phoenix. Discover secrets: 1/1, Report back: 1/1.

Reward: +1 free Skill level, random monetary reward, random item reward, random card reward, +Relationship with the tavern keeper.

Throdric headed away from the Lucky Sevens, Lucky Elevens tavern keeper and headed outside. There weren’t any good quests here any longer, since he was now Amateur 1. This place was the equivalent of the starter zone of any video game and he’d rolled through it in just a couple of hours.

He then pulled up an item card for a pair of slick bracers. These not only gave him increased speed, but allowed him to block projectiles even if they were far faster than he should’ve been able to deflect with his normal reflexes. He fed mana into the card and watched it dissolve, and soon enough the bracers appeared on his forearms. These joined the silent boots, the necklace of water breathing, the amulet of protection, the helmet that increased his perception, and the breastplate of retaliation.

One of the best dwarf bonuses so far was the ability to use any item card, regardless of race affiliation. He had a couple that were outside his level, but he’d equip them eventually. Nothing was more than three levels away. While he was concerned that Amateur took a thousand xp per level, he was also confident that he’d be getting more points on any action he took.

This was not his first video game rodeo. He’d played various different RPGs and had gone through a card gaming phase in high school. He had this shit on lock.

He’d tried to purchase a ship from the used car lot near their old apartment, but learned that Ash had gotten the best one for the money. He was left with shitty options: a rowboat that purported to fly—no thank you—and when he rejected that, the exasperated salesman had tried to sell him a backpack that sprouted wings and flew.

He eventually, grudgingly bought this. And when the salesman told him he’d have to jump off a cliff in order to actually fly, he’d immediately gone and found the first unsuspecting chump, and beat the Full Revive out of them. Weird how it claimed you’d come back from the dead, but when you started crushing someone’s fingers one by one they just gave you the come-back-from-the-dead card rather than suffer more pain.

Throdric had no more fear of death. Throdric had glimpsed the great beyond and then been snatched right back out. He knew what lay on the other side of the veil now.

And, as he pressed the button to extend the glider wings out to either side and leaped off the He hoped Ash Phoenix—dumb name—had his Full Revive when Throdric smashed his skull with the war maul he’d inevitably have. Throdric knew a few things very well, and one of them was collecting the best stuff for his money.

A wing snapped into place on either side of him, making him look like he was hanging from a paper airplane, though the upturned parts of the semi-rigid structure held a gem setting each, both with tiny runes etched into the gold metal. He took a deep breath, looking out over the utterly different landscape hundreds of feet below. Finally leapt out into the sky, finding himself mildly surprised that this thing converted mana into lift. He began glide-flying out into the scorching late morning air.

Glider now, flying galleon later. Throdric was a man who set his goals one at a time and set them within reach. By the time he finally confronted Ash, there would be no haggling, and no question over the cost to be paid.


7- What Ash Wants, Ash Gets

Friday, Day 1

The Full Revive cards worked. They worked! He had forty of the suckers from his time being a spectator to the origin of the apocalypse.

He didn’t explain this to Ashley. She was nice and all, and the sex was always dynamite, but he was going to lead her to safety and leave her wherever that was. Although she was doing everything in her power to remain with him, he didn’t think that was going to last.

This was his chance to finally break free of the drag his life had become, and it was a world she didn’t belong in. Maybe princess Ashley would find a castle to lord over, and order all the men in sight to kiss her feet, but not him. He was going to fulfill his obligations and find a better life in a brand new world.

Assuming all of America was now in a medieval, feudal city state situation of governance, where there was exploration and adventure around every corner. This still had yet to be decided.

Unless she became both a fantastic healer and also a lot more chill about everything in her life, he would rely on potions for the first leg of his journey through this awesome new world. Once it got more difficult he would likely need a dedicated healer, but those people were just as likely to distinguish themselves as healers, being cool about the reality they were now in, and be on the lookout for people like him, who could either tank and take the hits, or deal out rapid amounts of damage. They would not, for instance, require him to buy her a Gucci accessory because her work friends had Gucci accessories. Fuck that noise, that stage of his life was over.

He was now Ash the Tank, or Ash the melee DPS Fighter, or potentially Ash the Something Completely Different, now that he could revive himself and take a different path. A Wizard or Warlock or Sorcerer Caster sounded good, so he could use some of the more insane sounding cards from his deck of ultra powerful cards.

He’d figure out his particular role as time went on.

“What are we doing here, Ash?” she asked. He pondered this long enough that she eventually went on. “We’re… gonna just go somewhere safe? Vegas?”

He peered out at the desert, now teeming with green and littered with floating rocks. Finally he shook his head.

“I need to get Lucy and Jez.” Her lips pursed and her face tightened but she didn’t protest. Not like her. He finally stopped staring into the middle distance, the distant distance, and the extreme distance. She didn’t like Lucifer and Jezebel, and it wasn’t even the weird names. She hated whenever he disappeared for a weekend in San Diego, and she super hated when they showed up for a weekend. But she knew about their kid, and he knew she knew it would be really fucking ugly of her to go and ditch them with their two year old.

Chances were good she was just playing survivalist and sticking with him because he’d gotten her out of this pickle. No way people changed overnight like this.

“Then what?” she asked.

“I don’t know. We have to figure out what happened, and if we can change it back.” He was already thinking he didn’t want to.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” he asked.

“Let’s go get Lucy and Jez. They have a little one. All hell’s probably broken out. We need to stick together. Right?”

“Yeah,” he said automatically, though it sounded false and he knew it. If he knew it, she knew it. “Yeah. We stick together.”

“You and me. Bonnie and Clyde,” she said.

“They died at the end.”

She waved this off. “Pff, you’re strong enough for the both of us, and I know you played this game for years. I recognize all the symbols and icons and the sarcastic dry tone of the narrator.” That one was new to him. “So how do we… get down?” she asked.

I know how you can go down, he thought, and smirked. On your knees. This situation with him killing a bunch of kobolds had his blood up, because he had never once gotten this look on his face, nor had he ever considered shoving Ashley roughly to the ground and fucking her like a man possessed.

Ashley turned to regard him, her eyes widened at the look on his face, and finally her own smirk appeared. “Here? Now?” she asked.

He barked laughter. “You can’t read my mind, can you?”

“I can’t… but I know that look. You horn dog. Right up here in full view of everybody, huh? You want your orc girlfriend to get on her knees in the grass, where everybody and their mother could watch, and suck your big, hard, cock?” When he didn’t refuse, her own smirk rose. “I can’t believe you just threw him over the edge like that. That’s fucking twisted, Ash. I like that.”

Interesting.

Even more interesting was the way she got right on her knees and went town, her eyes locked on his while she got the catch on his new adventurer’s breeches open. She bit her lip the whole time, no breaking eye contact, breasts heaving with the anticipation, and he watched as the disbelief and shock melted away as the situation turned her on.

“You gonna protect your girlfriend?” she asked him, beginning to lick and fondle.

“Mm,” he responded, without commitment. Damn but she was perceptive and shrewd. He wondered absently if she suspected he had a plan to eventually maroon her somewhere she approved of.

“My big, strong Ash,” she said in a sultry tone he recognized from bar nights, and gave him a long lick. “Knows just what to do, doesn’t he?”

“That’s right,” he said, feeling just a twinge of guilt. It was easy to keep the lust-filled expression neutral while she toyed with his tool and talked dirty to him.

“You like this princess down on her knees, serving you?” she asked.

“I love it,” he admitted. Hadn’t they just done this a good fifteen minutes ago?

She had him out and in her mouth before he’d fully hardened, and this time didn’t take her own pleasure. Oh, sure she had a hand down her leather loincloth and was frigging herself rapidly in turn with her head bobs, but she didn’t show any sign of stopping and demanding he fuck her, or turning around and offering up that juicy ass of hers. Something had turned her from freak into super freak, and part of him liked that.

“I’ll do anything,” she told him, with his cock laid against her cheek. He stared at the obscene show. She’d only ever taken him in public in the dead of night. Now he could see the lust plain on her face, the need. She had a full flush turning her green complexion pink, extending down the sides of her neck and to her breasts.

She was going at him full force, well past the time where she would’ve ordinarily stopped. Her tongue slithered over the underside of his shaft, and she made appreciative grunting noises each time she was forced to come up for air. She bobbed up and down, back and forth, sucking and sucking, and she actually groaned in pleasure when his hand drifted down and locked onto the back of her head. Her hands drifted first to his thighs, but then to his ass cheeks. She pulled him in deep, all the way to the back of her throat.

She pulled off with a gasp and now freed up her huge breasts. “Anything you want me to do,” she groaned, and followed his up by sandwiching him between those two big beauties. This was one hundred percent not an old Ashley maneuver; she couldn’t stimulate herself like this. She had to be fully focused on him.

She did it, though. She reached down and licked at the head whenever it appeared, and let him slowly fuck her cleavage while she moaned and told him all the wrong things she was going to let him do to her. She was going to let him fuck her ass. She would suck his cock under the light of the full moon. She would help him seduce somebody else and get her nice and wet, then watch him fuck some other woman.

It was like she could read his mind, knew, and was terrified of being left by him. Or the orc part of her had turned her super cock-hungry.

She told him she would put on shows with other women for him, with toys if he wanted. He could tie her up and spank her. He could choke her while he railed her from any and every position.

“Pull me,” she told him. Her breathing was coming in ragged and her face had this foggy expression he’d only seen a few times. “Pull my hair.”

He got two fistfuls of hair and clenched, then listened to the full-throated, permissive moan she gave him in response. She didn’t stop him when he started pulling her head forward and back, over and over again, or when he simply started bucking his hips. In fact, her eyes opened and stared up at him, while he watched his dick disappear between her tits time and again.

She had changed. He had changed. The whole world had changed. It was honestly, fucking awesome.

Just what the hell else had changed when Phoenix imploded?

What changed was Ashley lowering back down and getting him in her mouth again, while he still held her hair, still pulled her forward and back. And when he held fast to the back of her head, not letting her out of it, she gurgled and started shuddering with her own orgasm. When his hand fell away and he leaned back to groan in pleasure, she caught it and guided it to the back of her head again. Then she pulled off him.

Then he noticed her other hand was behind her back. She had fingers inside herself from behind, and was working her clit in front. And she was working up to yet another crushing orgasm. Her moans were coming on continuously now, vibrating against his cock, and her eyes were fluttering the longer he held his cock down her throat.

She wasn’t just into this, this was getting her off. In fact, another few rough strokes caused her to cum, hard.

That pushed Ash over the edge and he dumped a full load in her mouth. Whatever had possessed her wasn’t done; she continued attacking his erection even as he was shuddering and holding her head. She drank down every last drop like it was going to save her life, with her tongue reaching out for the tip when he pulled out.

He couldn’t be sure what had gotten into her, except his cock, but whatever it was, he was happy to have it continue. While this was going to make leaving her off somewhere difficult, it was something he’d already decided on. She would have to become an indispensable part of his adventuring career for him to reconsider, and given her hatred for these types of video games, that was highly unlikely.

On the other hand, if she had turned into a pure sexual deviant who was also submissive enough to come along and not cause him serious headaches on his journeys, having a skilled healer would be lovely. The look on her face, the cum smeared on her lips, and the way her tongue poked out to lick it up while staring him in the eyes were all positive indicators.

“Fuck,” he muttered, wondering what happened to her in the transformation. He was tempted to go down on her for a solid ten minutes, get himself hard again, and give her the extended fucking he suddenly felt like. He was struck by the impulse to cum inside her, a hard Ashley no-no, just to see how deep the changes ran. Ultimately he decided against it, though. Lucifer and Jezebel needed him, and the sooner he got moving the better.

You didn’t just abandon your childhood best friend when the world ended. He’d have to decide what to do with Ashley along the way, given the friction between her and Lucy.

He couldn’t handle the burden of her constant nagging and need to control the situation, or the sniping about his best friend in the whole world. If she raised a single objection to his objective, he would dump her at the first available stop.

For now, they needed to head toward San Diego, to where Lucifer and Jezebel lived. Then up to Las Vegas, where his parents were currently doing their insane thing.

You’ve received a Quest!

Plot Quest: Unite Your Adventuring Party. The journey will be long and arduous, but your cause is just. Add Lucifer Daniels to your adventuring party: 0/1. Add Jezebel Wiseman-Daniels to your adventuring party: 0/1. Add Damien Daniels to your adventuring party: 0/1.

Reward: +2 Class levels, +2 attribute levels, +5 free Skill levels, random monetary reward, random item reward, random card reward, +Relationship rating with Lucifer, Jezebel and Damien. +further Quest options.

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

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

Fuck yes he would accept this quest. He stabbed the Yes button hard. Immediately on the heels of this, he received yet another quest.

You’ve received a Quest!

Plot 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 level, +8 free Skill levels, random monetary reward, random item reward, random card reward, +further Quest options.

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

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

Well that was a little fucked up, more than doubling the quest rewards for rescuing his parents, though it made sense when you considered that Lucy and Jez would join him and aid him in the fight, and only little Damien would require his protection. His parents were technically closer, but he definitely had a stronger chance of ‘ensuring their safety’ if he had more members of his party.

Actually, for now, he needed to get off this damn rock without killing himself. Although he knew that Full Revives worked, he figured they might cause him to lose xp or levels like in Spellcraft. He might even have to start completely over at Beginner level 1, and lose his entire inventory. That was a horrifying thought. He needed to stash some of these cards somewhere to safeguard them.

Then he needed to figure out what skyfaring meant, get a flying ship or griffin to ride or something, and fly to San Diego.

He spotted the first of the sails off in the distance.

“Sky ships,” he breathed.

It was nearly half an hour of sitting and watching to realize two things: one, sky ships weren’t fast enough. The ones he was tracking moving across the sky were barely in motion. Or they were so far away that they only seemed to be inching over the landscape.

The second thing he noticed was that they were probably higher level than he could handle. Several winged creatures that weren’t dragons but looked like dragons launched themselves off one of the floating islands and started harassing the flying ship, which was fighting back with cannon fire. He didn’t have a cannon shooting skill, unless Clubs or Swords worked on that, but he suspected probably not. And if he could see the winged mini-dragons from here, they were easily large enough to snatch him up off the deck of a sky ship. He was likely under qualified for that sort of action.

Tiny dragonnish things with sharpened sticks no problem; gigantic, people-snatching, flying dragonnish things? Problem.

***

In his inventory, inside the adventurer’s backpack, he found a length of rope over a hundred meters long, which was preposterous. Rope was fucking heavy. How could it just sit in his inventory weightless? It also seemed silly to use here.

Ashley, for her part, didn’t overthink it, but instead took the rope from his unprotesting hand, unspooled the rope and walked the perimeter of the floating island’s apex, looking for a place to anchor them. Then, she stared long and hard at the very, very long climb, apprehension clear in her face.

“We could head back into the caves,” he told her. “I climbed in through a lower entrance, right?”

She stared at him, then nodded in obvious relief. Heading back through the basic dungeon made much better sense. She was trying to be useful and wasn’t any good at it, but he did appreciate the thought of her trying.

He’d always been single-minded when dealing with situations, but they didn’t need to overdo things. Back in the inventory went the rope, the weight vanishing again in a strange way, and down into the cave system they headed.

The trek back through the kobold caves was a strange one, firstly because the bodies of all the kobolds were gone. They’d disappeared just like they did in Spellcraft, fading out of existence.

He stayed on his guard, even though he was almost completely sure there wouldn’t be any further enemies. Although this was similar to the game Spellcraft in some ways, Spellcraft had never had a card system. That was more like Sorcery: The Awakening, a game he’d played extensively in middle and high school. Since getting his nice phone, he’d picked up a Sorcery: The Awakening app game and later Gemheart.

His phone.

Ash froze in place.

“What is it?” She asked.

“My phone.” It was gone. Of course it was gone. The rectangle that basically held his entire life on it, from photos to passwords, was gone.

“Oh shit,” she said, heavy with meaning. “I didn’t even think about it.”

“Me neither.” Then a slow smile spread across his face. He’d been hating his phone for quite a long time now, despising how it didn’t make him feel better, or smarter, more satisfied with life, or anything. Instead social media made him feel jealous of others, even though he knew they weren’t showing everything about their lives. He didn’t even post much any longer, preferring to see what his folks were up to once a week and just give it a heart to let them know he was seeing their boomer posts.

The old Ashley resurfaced then, on her orc face: she began melting down. First her breathing became rapid and shallow, and soon she was glancing this way and that, like a solution might be found there. Or her phone.

“How will I… I don’t have anyone’s phone number memorized. I can’t see what Jenny or Rachel are up to. Fuuuuuuuck, you don’t think their houses got changed into flying islands too, do you?”

Then her hands drifted up to her face and felt at the tusks there. “Oh, oh no. Oh holy shit fuck ass cunt motherfucker…”

She continued right on swearing up a storm, bemoaning her fate as a hideous orc when all her friends were supermodel gorgeous, with perfect teeth and perfect lives.

Unless you started asking questions, that is.

“Don’t worry about it,” he told her. “There was that orc princess in that animated movie—”

“Fucking… you don’t… you don’t know what you’re talking about, Ash!” she moaned. “Nobody’s going to want to talk to me now, not looking like this. What am I going to do?”

Ash apparently didn’t count as anybody, he thought wryly, letting her go on her tantrum and not bothering. She would either come out of it or she wouldn’t. She would either adapt to this new reality or she wouldn’t.

“There are no more phones,” he told her patiently. “Nobody has a phone. No more Insta, no more videos on Youtube, no Tweeting, no posts anywhere. Only fence posts. Town criers.”

He kind of hoped he was wrong, even as he hoped he was right.

She started hyperventilating, while her mind caught up to what he was saying, her eyes as wide as he’d ever seen them.

“Everyone,” he told her, “and I mean everyone, will be squid people and lizard people and rock people and tiny people and bird people and snake people. No more white people and black people, they’ll be different species all together, okay?”

She continued staring, allowing him to speak while still looking like she couldn’t comprehend a single one of his words.

“There’s probably also a way to change back,” he said.

“Right,” she muttered. “There’s magic and everything. I could change back.”

“You could become a dragon girl, or a fox girl, or a cat girl.”

She blinked in surprise, but it was the tears that had streamed down her green cheeks that did it.

This clinched it. This nonsense where she relied on other people to form a self-image was not something he could deal with. She wouldn’t keep it up, and if she did, she was gone. He had a world of magic and adventure, and couldn’t see dragging her along by her hair, while she complained about the lack of curling irons or six hundred thread count sheets. He just wouldn’t have to listen to that shit any longer.

Yes, he was going to leave her off somewhere. Possibly right here in this cave system. Would it be abandonment if he just left her in their apartment building?

Yes, of course it would.


8- Lucky Sevens

Friday, Day 1

It turned out they needed less than 20 meters of rope in order to hit the ground. They did have a wild time fighting against the anti-gravity area beneath the floating island, but once you drifted far enough to one side we first floated and then careened down to the ground.

And from there, the world.

They would’ve taken cars or a Greyhound, but since all of them had been transformed into various fantasy creatures or copses of faerie infested trees with circles of mushrooms in them or something, it wasn’t possible any longer. Unless there was a gigantic orange cat that doubled as a bus, they were hoofing it.

Ash immediately wondered when the other shoe would drop once they got to the ground. He’d seen the creature made of mud and the pack of hyena creatures, so there were definitely challenges to take on, but they didn’t encounter anything of that.

He’d seen it from above, that everything had undergone a transformation, but seeing it up close was wild. A good hour’s walk took them to the local 7-11. It was now a crossroads tavern, whose signboard now included a pair of dice (three and four) and another pair of dice (five and six).

“That’s adorable,” he remarked casually.

“It’s not!” she protested.

The whole thing was an adobe construction, like a three tiered cake, and several folks were lounging about in the balcony spaces where the second level let out onto the first floor roof. A bored (or high) elf raised a hand and waved at them, and Ashley returned the wave cautiously. Her partner, a tiny little man on a high chair, turned and flashed them a grin. Ash also waved.

“What was that about?” She asked.

“They… wanted to be friendly?”

“People don’t just want to be friendly, Ash. They want something.”

“Maybe they want your sweet ass as much as they should,” he suggested.

“What?”

“I’m just saying… you’re wearing a fur bikini. It’s awesome.”

She seemed to register this fact for the very first time, and stared down her own body like it was brand new. Which it was.

The hope here was to get her used to the idea that other people might also want to be with her, that being an orc wasn’t a prison sentence. Ashley was the type of person who always had a boyfriend. When she broke up with someone, it was because she had another guy lined up. Never mind the rebound phase; she was on to the next, even if that proved to be a rebound. She’d come off a relationship of almost two years and moved right onto Ash, and he hadn’t known this until they were full time fuck buddies and she was living in an apartment with him. He hadn’t understood the true details until having a beer with the guy four months after Ashley had been paying half the rent, bringing home Chinese food and bingeing shows with him.

“Let’s stop inside,” she said. “I need real clothes.”

She didn’t, but there was no talking her out of that. Not was there any reason to refuse her request, since they had some coins and could buy whatever this transformed 7-11 had to offer.

He shrugged and they headed inside.

The very first thing that happened, before the bored shopkeep greeted them, was a notification.

You have reached a save point! Your progress has been saved here. For more information, tap here.

“Lucky Sevens, Lucky Elevens,” the shopkeep droned.

Ash tapped here while Ashley started perusing the goods. Essentially the Save Point was a monster-free zone that was exempt from “Random Encounters and Plot Quest-related collateral damage.” It could be used once a day to save your progress, and would trigger automatically when you entered the building for the first time on any given day.

Meaning two things: one, there were Random Encounters. Monster spawns in the wild most likely. Two, Plot Quest related collateral damage was a thing. Not quite sure what that meant, but he guessed that the system was going to tell him eventually. At a guess, it would be an altering of the world based on what happened with his Quests, or the Plot Quests of others.

So far so good.

And, should you revive, you start at your former character level! Even though you get screwed, you only lose experience and money made throughout the day, and revive in a safe place with your experience intact.

“Nice,” he breathed. So now that he was Beginner level 2 in Adventurer, he’d start there, and at Amateur level 1 in Fierce and Tough if a ten ton ACME weight crushed him to death as soon as he set foot outside the tavern.

Time to do a little shopping.

Inside the tavern sat a mishmash of different functions within their own areas: a traditional tavern of long cafeteria tables, with a couple of smaller circular tables off to one side, a bar leading back to the tavern kitchen. The other half of this huge main room was a small general store. Above, he noted at least one inn room, with a male orc leading on a railing. The stairwell sat in between the bar and the general store cashier.

Overall, his impression was favorable: he smelled rosemary wafting out of the kitchen, the distinct tang of beer, and it had an earthy scent he associated with the clay that served to make up the walls. Thick wooden beams held up the second floor and the balcony running along the inside of the second floor. Along the wall beside where they’d entered was a Quest Board, a bulletin board with a large yellow scroll painted and nailed across the top for those who couldn’t read the wooden letters similarly painted and nailed.

Several of the quest papers had been torn off already, but several more thick parchment papers stood there. Each one, when he looked at it, gave him the option of a Quest like the three he’d already taken.

You have been offered a Quest!

Side Quest: Clear the bandits.

Side Quest: Inspect the mysterious ruins.

Side Quest: Relay a missive to Diego’s keep.

He took a peek at the info on this last one, though the mysterious ruins sounded fun.

Relay a missive to Diego’s keep (side quest)

The merchant at Phoenix requests a stout adventurer to venture forth to the west, in the direction of Diego’s Keep, where a business associate awaits word. Ensure the safe delivery of the message: 0/1.

Reward: +1 skill level, +100 coins.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

Although the coin seemed nice, one skill level didn’t seem like a lot. In fact, the reward was pretty pathetic when compared to his Ashley quest, the Lucy quest, and especially his parents quest. Apparently this was the price to be paid for choosing side quests as opposed to going after plot quests. He walked away, not wanting to commit one way or another, not sure if it would be permanent if he clicked No. Thankfully the quest write up disappeared, and reappeared when he got back in range.

They’d need a lot of supplies for a trip between Phoenix and San Diego.

The general store was a bit lackluster, however. They had zero magical items or cards on offer, and while he hoped for an extensive window to pop up showing him goods that could be purchased, instead it was just the wooden baskets and whatever lay inside them.

This was mostly herbs, produce, crusty bread, cheese wheels, then some sacks of flour, camping supplies, lamp oil, ten foot poles, that kind of shit. The closest he came to a weapon was a hatchet or a mallet, and neither gleamed with danger.

Ashley had found a Mexican style poncho and was fuming at the price. Ash stepped up and eyed the dwarf merchant, who was scowling at her.

“What’s the damage?” he asked.

“This… person wants multiple gold pieces in exchange for this scratchy woolen… garment.”

She stopped herself from cursing.

“How many?” He asked.

“Five,” the dwarf said. “It’s caplatta wool, good quality, and it’ll keep the rain off ya right good. Worth nine, if you ask me.”

Ashley wasn’t having it. “Rain? In Arizona?” Also what the fuck was a caplatta?

The dwarf shrugged. “I don’t make the weather, lass.”

Ash turned to get an inch of privacy, got out his coin card, and pulled off five coins into a separate card with a mental command, then turned and paid for it.

Ashley went through a colorful mix of emotions and reactions all at once. She pinched her face down, ready to stop him from paying, but the dwarf had already snatched the card away. She then seemed suspicious that he could just produce money without any issue, followed by amazement. Like, was he keeping things from her? Then: it didn’t much matter, because he had a bunch of money! Finally, she jumped on him and hugged him from the side, nuzzling the hollow of his throat.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Welcome. Let’s get moving.”

Following the poncho, they bought some provisions, mostly jerky, cheese wheels and crusty bread, but she insisted on some potatoes, vegetables, and then a cooking kit that packed down pretty nicely. He didn’t know what would happen once the food went into his inventory, or what they’d be like when they came out, but everything was all new in this place, so a lot of experiments needed to be run. It was just too bad they had to make the trek all the way to San Diego on foot.

Initial experiments showed that the flavor and freshness of the food items remained intact in his inventory, and the dwarf soon assured him that he’d had a lettuce leaf in his inventory all morning, and it didn’t appear any different.

“There any transportation available?” he asked the dwarf.

He shrugged. “I was just a customer here a half hour ago, and the guy working here offered me a job when everything went to shit. My car transformed into a naked woman with gigantic wings that tried to swoop down and grab me. I been outside like ten minutes and nearly got eaten by something looked like a rhino crossed with a shark, nearly as big as this whole building. Game info says this place is safe? I’m sticking around until it changes back, or the drugs wear off, or the world ends for real.”

The rhino shark didn’t fill Ash with joy, but he recognized a harpy when he heard the description.

“I’m an NPC now,” the dwarf went on. “Turned me immortal.”

“What does that mean?” Ashley asked.

“I have an infinity sign for hit points, free skill levels and attributes way higher than when I did five minutes of adventuring. Pretty good trade off for having no ability cards or action deck, if you ask me.”

Ash regarded him for a moment before giving it a mental shrug. People came in all types, and some just wanted to sell serapes in safety. He was not one of those people.

Ashley threw the poncho on, which if anything caused her to look even sexier than before. It stopped right in the middle of her ass cheeks, showing them and her incredible legs off. In front, the poncho tented out, and barely came down to the point where the pointy part just covered her pussy, and showed off a pair of rocking hips.

Goddamn, she looked good.

“What about you?” he asked.

“What about me?”

“You could be an NPC,” he told her. “Get a job, and you turn immortal, it sounds like.”

She stared at him, then at the dwarf, then back at him. “Um… no?”

He shrugged again, and gave her a consoling smile. “I thought maybe you might want safety over adventuring. Where I’m going, we’re not going to be safe. There’s every chance we could die.”

She didn’t give this much thought. “You’ll protect me.”

“You also need to protect yourself.”

“All these games have easy tutorial things, right? You play for hours and hours and it’s not that hard, and you learn how to do it?”

He nodded.

“You’ll protect me,” she repeated. “I’ll learn.” Then she grinned. “And every time you save your poor princess’s life she can repay your bravery and brutality with her well-developed bedroom skills.”

“Is it possible you’re hornier than I am?” he asked, smirking.

“Possible? Or definite?” She looked away, and more softly, she said. “I can’t wait to see you cut down more enemies. Like, I’m getting turned on just thinking about it. Is that weird?”

Instead of responding to this, he nodded toward the exit. “We’ll be heading out.” It wasn’t even nine o’clock in the morning.

It turned out the 7-11 had been blocking a little crossroads downtown hamlet sort of deal. He was pretty sure catty corner from the 7-11 had been a used car dealership, so he crossed his fingers.

Wouldn’t you know it, the used car dealership had transformed into a sort of hostler’s shop. The adobe building had a stable attached, but also a number of berths for airships where the parking lot had been, and a number of things that looked like coaches. In the stable, he wasn’t extremely surprised to find horses, something vaguely horse-shaped but made completely of water, a huge pillbug the size of a VW Beetle with a cute hamster face, and a massive centipede made of moss-covered boulders happily munching at a feedbag.

Ashley had no words for what they passed. She had been struck dumb.

“Come on,” he told her, wondering if he could’ve simply dropped her off at the tavern. It didn’t seem to be the right time. He berated himself for admiring her body as she sauntered toward the worker there. And her hair.

One look over her shoulder told him his horniness was on full display again. That look also told him she didn’t much mind.

“Let me do the talking,” she said.

“You got Hearts and Cups as skills?”

“Of course. I did everything I could to try to get out of there. Put a lot into Fierce, then Charming, then when that didn’t work, Sly. Then when that didn’t work, I found skills.”

“They didn’t make any sense to me,” he said.

“Me neither. I had to read through the little descriptions.”

Ash hadn’t really expected her to be a complete moron when it came to the game system, but still, some part of him was surprised that she’d adapted this quickly. Surprised and proud. Although she’d probably fucked up her Caster build completely, it looked like that was a ledge you could step back from. Working at it, and getting free levels after quests, would mean she’d have the choices… and he could then coach her through those choices.

No, he was going to leave her off. Maybe in San Diego. Maybe before then… ugh, the only thing in between them was a three hundred mile stretch of desert.

The long and short of the situation with the former used car dealer was this: he didn’t have the coin to buy or rent any of the animals. He could afford a horse, but it wasn’t strong enough to carry them both. He could afford the first payment on the smallest, most rickety piece of shit ‘skyship’ on the lot, which was little more than a rowboat that could theoretically fly.

“And you say the contract will just deduct money every month, and automatically send the money to you?” Ashley asked.

The shopkeep nodded. He was a big, scaly fucker, a dragonite by the looks of things, and was named Ray. He had blue scales and silvery horns stretching out the back of his head, but a mustard yellow band of scales heading down his throat and into a cuirass of leather.

“Any way we could… work out a different deal?” she asked.

The salesman’s mouth dropped open.

“We can’t take that piece of shit across hundreds of kilometers,” she said. “We’ll need a better one.”

“What kind of deal are you thinking?” the salesman immediately raked his eyes over her once more, feet to head, pausing at her breasts, then down her long legs once more.

“We pay you ten percent of any money we come across fighting monsters or criminals or whatever,” she proposed. “You give us a fifty percent discount. This could be a massive deal for you. My boyfriend here already took down over a dozen monsters all by himself.”

The inflection she put on my boyfriend caused Ash’s pants to feel uncomfortable, especially with the dimpled little half smile and the arched eyebrow she turned his way.

“No deal. For all I know you two will just fly her to the next city over and try to sell her for double what I’m asking, then buy an even bigger craft. Plus, you might end up dead, and if I alter this contract too much it voids the insurance payout.”

“Hm,” Ashley said, then honeyed up her words when she spoke next. “I’m sure we can work out an alternate arrangement.”

She hadn’t wanted to go here, but she was willing. Ash just wondered how far she was going to take this, and hated it immediately, for thinking she’d end up under his desk, blowing this guy, with him either forced to watch or wait outside. This was not Ash’s kink, whether or not he was planning on dumping her off somewhere.

Ash’s mouth opened but she held up a hand. “I flash you the goods, no touching, and you give us our first month free. On that one over there.”

She pointed to the slightly larger skyship. This one was a good ten meters long, hummed with power from the large vials of glowing goop attached to the ship’s hull by some magic devices, and had sleek lines painted cobalt blue and trimmed with gold paint. At the mast was an angelic figure in blue, melting to skin tone. Her flowing locks were painted gold to match the trim. It even had a harpoon gun mounted on a little turret at the bow. She was called Wind Runner, and as unoriginal as the name might be, it didn’t sound bad on her. She was a beauty of a ship, and he couldn’t wait to get aboard to christen it by nailing Ashley right in the poop deck.

He needed to stop thinking like this if he was ever going to be free of her.

The UI informed Ash that his soon-to-be ex-girlfriend had succeeded the check, but not by much.

“Whatever money your boyfriend’s got, and you show me the goods, and we go with two hundred gold a month on the contract.”

“Two hundred a month?” she cried. “How much of that is in interest?”

“Ten percent is interest. Twenty gold.”

The craft itself was worth five thousand gold. They’d be paying on it for ages. However, interest at ten percent didn’t seem to enrage her like Ash figured it ought to.

“What happens in the event the craft is destroyed?” he asked, thinking of the wyverns going after the skyship in the distance.

“You pay anyway. Ain’t my problem if she’s shot down or stolen.”

The two of them locked eyes. This was fucking with his plan to leave her in San Diego, even if it made the five hundred kilometer journey quicker and smoother.

“Deal,” the blue dragon man said, and took Ash’s coin. Then, leading them back to an office room, he briefly considered trying to shut Ash out of the room. Whatever he saw in Ash’s eyes was enough to convince him to abandon that idea. In the end he relented without a word passed between them. Soon the used car dealer was whistling in appreciation, when the poncho dropped.

Ash didn’t disagree; she was built like a goddess. Nor did he change that opinion once the fur bikini came off and she started posing.


9- Failing a Random Encounter Roll

Friday, Day 1

“Men are so predictable,” Ashley said, and laid the hat down over her face to continue nude sunbathing. The hat had been a gift from the flustered salesman, when she’d casually plucked it off his head and put it on before pulling her clothes back on.

Ashley frowned at the sail giving her shade she didn’t want, snorted in derision, and took up a different position on deck.

Outside, they were skimming along the surface of what used to be Arizona at a good clip.

Once the high of seeing her buck nekkid had worn off, the salesman of course wanted to take the next logical step, and get his hands on Ash’s girlfriend. Never mind that he was going to dump her off somewhere to live out her days in safety and luxury, she belonged only to Ash and this display she’d put on had caused a knot of jealousy he shouldn’t feel to clench up in his guts.

Worse, they’d taken on passengers.

Now, this craft was barely large enough for a ‘crew’ of two, but it was quite cramped with four people on board. With Ashley stretched out on the little aft castle where Ash was captaining the vessel, the other two had chosen the bow. Stretched out while not wearing any clothes. They were presently staring out at the changes to the landscape as it rushed by, pointedly not looking in his direction.

The craft required Wands to pilot, but it defaulted to Clever, so he had three levels in that and was rapidly gaining experience taking it very easy. It had no speedometer, and also didn’t have an enclosed cab. The wind rushing by felt like they were doing eighty plus kilometers and hour, but it could’ve just as easily been forty.

Luckily, once you got the repulsers on the hull humming along, giving you a good ten meters of altitude, you just angled the nose forward and off she went. This gave him the opportunity to look over the letter to Diego keep, and the associated side quest.

Relay a missive to Diego’s keep (side quest)

The merchant at Phoenix requests a stout adventurer to venture forth to the west, in the direction of Diego’s Keep, where a business associate awaits word. Ensure the safe delivery of the message within a week’s time: 0/1.

Reward: +1 skill level, +100 coins.

Time remaining: Six days, twenty hours.

The great part about this quest was it gave him a compass point like in a video game, telling him the exact direction of the business associate. He hadn’t noticed the same thing with the quest to unite with Lucy and Jezebel, but once he concentrated he noted it was the exact same direction as this side quest.

Beneath the compass point giving him directions, he also noted the distance. It had started off being 482 km, which was much shorter than the 571 km he was used to driving on occasions when they met up, or five hours going at a pretty good pace.

Three and a half hours of flying later, they’d eaten up almost 200 km, meaning they were doing just over 40 an hour. Slow, but acceptable. The landscape was either depressingly mutated, or fucking amazing, depending on how you looked at it.

As far as the eye could see, nothing was the same. They’d passed a saguaro cactus the size of the Burj Dubai, reaching its green arms up into the clouds. They’d swerved to avoid lava fields, where molten rock just bubbled to the surface and creatures made completely out of living flame turned to watch them pass. Floating islands dotted the landscape, some without buildings or creatures, one with a twisting Wizard’s tower. Some of them came in clusters, linked together by twisting tree roots, like in that movie with the blue alien natives. Those ones definitely had swarms of flying creatures he didn’t want to fuck with.

Each time an hour ticked down on the timer for the side quest, to the second, a message appeared.

Random Encounter! You have rolled nothing for your Beginner random encounter.

Random Encounter! You have rolled nothing for your Amateur random encounter.

Random Encounter! You have rolled nothing for your Journeyman random encounter.

Which struck Ash as only slightly ominous.

Three times that had happened, until the fourth one came up with a different, even more ominous result. As before, the first two showed a big, bold nothing. But the third…

Random Encounter! You have rolled hostiles for your Journeyman random encounter.

And then… nothing. Hour four began to pass in an unnerving quiet. Ashley sat up after a few minutes. “You saw that, right?” She was an even deeper shade of green than before, and even more closely resembled the comic book heroine.

He nodded, continuing to scan the horizon.

The craft kicked up dust, being this close to the surface, but he wasn’t okay falling from higher up if and when something unexpected happened. The salesman had tried to sell them backpacks that sprang out with glider wings to fall to safety, but at over 500 coins each. They’d refused. Since they weren’t willing to add a thousand coins to the cost of the boat, they certainly weren’t willing to add two thousand, refusing was easy and making the decision to hug the ground was easier. All four of them were going to take a hard tumble if this baby went down.

Ashley most of all. He cast another glance down at her sunning herself and stifled the erection that threatened. That body and that attitude of hers certainly weren’t making it easy to set her up with a comfortable life somewhere.

The nellwyn couple at the bow suddenly sat up straight, staring out to the two o’clock position. Ash shaded his eyes, and caught sight: a small dust cloud. Someone, or some thing, was most likely on an intercept course.

“Can you make it out?” he called.

They’d spent the first thirty to forty minutes after the first random encounter failure discussing options for if they had a sandworm attack, or bandits, or a sky creature like a dragon or a wyvern, griffins. The consensus was: get to cover, or if there wasn’t any put your legs behind your head and kiss your ass goodbye.

It had been a funny little joke for the first few minutes, and then Ash started to really worry. Now, with something on an intercept vector, he was plenty worried. The nellwyns didn’t strike him as incredibly capable Fighters, though the one looked like a combat Caster.

Also this was a journeyman threat and he wasn’t ready to fight that off.

Ash experimented with the controls a little, trying to eke out a little more xp with his Clever, while Ashley slowly got dressed and pretended none of this was an issue. He was a little sad to have her body covered up, damn she provided a nice distraction from the tedium of flying the ship, but she did bend right over and prop her elbows on the ship’s rails, which made the poncho ride further up her butt.

She hadn’t put the bikini bottom back on. He could clearly, under the late morning sun, see everything on offer. He swore under his breath, which luckily the wind snatched away. Still, she seemed to have a knack for knowing when she’d really done it for him, because she looked over her shoulder and smiled that toothy grin of hers. Then her ass began to wave back and forth, back and forth, until he had to remind himself to steer the damn ship.

He then scowled at her giggle. She’d gotten him hard in an instant and she knew it.

“I need your help on this,” he called over the wind. “You need damage spells to fire at them, and healing spells for those two when the time comes.”

“Oh don’t you worry, baby,” she said. “I’ll take real good care of those two.”

Why did everything have to sound sexual with her?

The plan was relatively simple: The harpoon gun on the Wind Runner was for handling anyone on an opposing ship who looked to be firing a weapon at them, while the Casters fired off spells to dissuade enemies from thinking they were pushovers. They didn’t need to fight and kill off these stronger enemies, just make the situation seem more trouble than it was worth.

The enemies in question turned out to be goblins. These resembled orcs, in a way, that had been molded badly by the hand of the maker. Their bodies were too short, limbs too long, ears pulled out too far, heads squashed down, noses and chins out to here. The squashy heads meant their eyes looked beady and menacing. They all had entirely too many teeth from mouths probably 30 centimeters wide.

They were riding, best he could guess, mechanical dragonflies. They were basically motorcycles with buzzing wings, whirring toward the ship at high speed.

“How many do you count?” Ash shouted at the others. He desperately needed a pair of goggles to deal with the sun and the dust, and more importantly, a far-seeing device.

“A dozen!” The female nellwyn called back. By the square jaw and no-nonsense attitude she seemed to be the one in charge of the couple. “And a leader.”

Staves told Ash the little ones on the dragonfly speeders were only Amateur rank, but the big one on the hovering ship was the Journeyman. This was the one they needed to worry about most.

“Thin them out when they get in range!” He called.

“Thanks, genius!” The female responded, and pulled what could only be described as a gear-powered rocket launcher from her inventory. One second it wasn’t there, and the next it was, bent in half to receive a pair of metal balls with little protrusions like knobs, connected by a thick piece of wire. She took aim by lowering a series of goggles from her weird leather and brass helmet, and when she fired it off, it threw her back into the Wind Runner.

Something in the knobs on those spiky balls caught the wind and ballooned out the metal shells to about four meters. As for the two balls, they careened around and around like a bolo. The whole thing spread to over twelve meters wide, and would’ve taken half the goblins out, if two of them in the back hadn’t pulled up.

As it was, four of them got faces full of metal. The ones in the middle were ripped off their speeders, while others were wrapped up in metal cable and their speeders collided midair. The whole mess exploded, and a lucky piece of shrapnel caught a fifth speeder. That one started smoking and going down.

All four of the non-goblins roared victoriously—until the goblins started firing.

Feathered arrows started thunking into the side of the ship, and Ash jerked hard on the wheel to present more hull to them. Some of the arrows then went clinking off the crystals giving the ship its lift, but they lost altitude, so he had to correct course and trim the ship.

An idea struck, and he slammed down hard on the ship’s wheel. It was like a steering yolk, connected via crystalline cables surrounded by sturdy steel, and when he sank it into the ship’s deck a good twenty centimeters, the ship lurched and rapidly rose into the air.

From higher up, they now had more cover from the goblins’ arrow fire, and their people could rain down attacks with less exposure.

Ashley leaned down and did just that, spraying first one and then another black ray out of her fingers at their enemies. The second one connected, but didn’t seem enough to put the goblin out of commission. A face full of webby stuff from the other nellwyn did the trick, and he fell off his speeder, tumbling over and over in the dirt.

Six down.

Ash steered to the right now that he had some altitude, veering toward the climbing goblins and bringing her around.

The first nellwyn, he thought of her as a sharpshooter or an Artificer of sorts, got out a smaller gun and blasted a glowing green glob of stuff that gummed up one of the dragonfly speeder wings, causing the goblin to falter and leap off onto his buddy’s speeder.

Apparently they weren’t made for two to ride. That or goblins hated sharing. The pilot shoved at his compatriot’s face, snarling and speaking some language he didn’t understand, and when the fracas was done, they’d banked hard enough to turn them over completely. They exploded in the desert below a second later.

The remaining four pulled into a tighter formation and swooped around under the Wind Runner, then followed by coming up high to dive bomb them. They didn’t count on the Artificer sharpshooter having a bead on them and downing two with her next green glob shot. Whatever that stuff was, it slowly expanded in the air, until it was over a meter wide and glommed onto two different sets of wings. The goblins tried jumping for it and engaging their wings, but they failed to glide down to the Wind Runner, and Ash left them in the dust.

“Watch that leader!” The male nellwyn shouted back.

Shit. He’d been so focused on the twelve raiders that he’d forgotten about their little barge. It was closing fast.

Now, sure, the goblin ship was only half again as long as the Wind Runner, but goblins were only about the size of nellwyns, at about four feet. You could cram a lot of the little shits onto a single ship.

A barrage of fire exploded out of the goblin ship, taking chunks out of the wood and scraping the nice paintwork. They’d just paid a lot of money for this damned ship!

They weren’t far enough away. Not climbing fast enough. Not moving fast enough. The goblin ship was closing, and Ash noted a plethora of guns pointed their way. He cursed in frustration, while Ashley pew-pewed another black ray of magic at one of the goblins aboard their ship.

They’d now drawn close enough that he could see the leader, a huge snarling goblin probably five and a half feet high, easily three feet wide, and somewhere along his misadventures she’d lost her arms. Ash was guessing on the female part because the creature was almost toad-shaped, a huge ball of flesh. The arms had been replaced by some more of that magical technology in the form of long, brassy and claw-tipped monstrosities. This one was powered by glowing pink and neon green liquid, pumped somehow from around behind him. A number of her teeth had been replaced by glimmering crystals of yellow that sparked with lightning when she snarled at the Wind Runner.

“Ashley, put that harpoon through the leader!” he called.

She gave him a disgusted look, like sure, I’ll shoot that thing, but shoot that creature? Are you fucking kidding me?

“Shoot it now!” he screamed.

His only other option would be to bring the Wind Runner down on the leader’s face, and he didn’t think he had it in him.

Well…

The female nellwyn took out one of the goblin deck guns, but that left a half dozen or more still pelting them with mundane and magic shot.

No good.

Ash jammed the stick down and spun it, then grabbed his girlfriend and wrapped her hands around it. “Don’t let go.”

Then he grabbed up his axe, grabbed his buckler, and used mana charge before jumping off the deck and onto the goblin ship.


10- Going Overboard

Friday, Day 1

The strangest sensation washed over Ash in the midst of flying down onto the goblin ship, that of being frozen in time midair.

Three new cards popped up in front of his face and it gave him three freeze-time seconds to choose his card. The UI prompt read You are attempting something both reckless and unexpected. You have been given a split second to activate a second card.

Reckless Attack was the clearest option, mostly because it was the most fitting given the circumstances. It gave him a chance to break through resistances and extra damage. The second that made more sense was Knockback. He ignored Focused Attack, because it would take him even more time to read through and choose one of the three options. He wasn’t yet used to the three choices and needed to practice with the damned thing to make it more instinctual.

He landed shield first on the goblin queen, dealing extra magic infused damage from mana charge and also driving her backwards away from the ship’s wheel.

mana charge had dealt extra durability damage to your opponent’s construct limbs, but they have held.

Damn.

The goblin queen stumbled back, giving him just enough time to grab up another card choice. This time he chose Deflect, and was immediately forced to bash one of the smaller goblins aside. Little bastard had launched himself at Ash and went soaring over the opposite rail front he Deflect damage. He also had the choice to replenish one of his cards, and went with Knockback. That meant choosing it immediately.

He took one, and then a second ranged attack from the goblins and watched his HP drop by 5 and 8. He was up to 65 HP at level 2, and losing 13 was an unacceptable number.

He needed to sink this ship.

Ignoring the attacks, he turned and yanked the ship’s wheel upwards. It went into a nosedive, but slowly, and in the moments before it went from tipping to vertical, he chopped the steering yolk’s base support once, then twice. His axe went through it and sent a spinning ship’s wheel over into the faces of another goblin.

By the time the wheel went careening off the ship, the ship was overbalanced and plummeting headlong for the desert floor. Ash was a dead man. He just hoped that he’d revive aboard the Wind Runner rather than the Lucky Sevens, Lucky Elevens. Shit, he should’ve thought of that—

The harpoon thunked into the rail just in front of him and he grabbed onto it by making a Spades (Quick) check.

“Cut the rope!”

Hoping against hope that he didn’t slice his other arm off, he swung the axe in a wide arc around the other side of him, and sliced through the rope just in time to hear Ashley and the male nellwyn cry out in terror. This was the moment the goblin ship began wrenching the Wind Runner down toward the ground below.

Then he had to succeed a Tough (Spades) check, both his highest stats, and thankfully succeeded. He held on rather than follow the goblin ship crashing down to where it was just now exploding in a magic shockwave.

As with the other magic he’d seen, this magic was mutative rather than destructive. Part of the goblin ship was covered in bluish moss, while another portion created a pond out of nothing, and the goblins transformed into huge fantasy fish. Some parts of the ship turned to stone, immortalizing the wreckage exactly how it was, making the mast and crow’s nest into stone versions of themselves.

The queen goblin was impaled on some part of a yardarm that had changed into a spike of deep red crystal, but the magic washed over her too and she froze into a pile of ashy substance that soon blew away.

It took them some time to reel him in and get him back up on deck, and by that point he flopped onto the ship, exhausted and happy. In that time, he’d checked out his stats and xp, and found himself progressing quite nicely for someone who’d been about to commit a kamikaze-style suicide.

Congratulations! You have reached Beginner Level 3!

You’ve gained 1 Attribute level and 2 Skill levels.

Enchanted Arrow has been added to your deck.

Okay, great, good. He brought up his deck, and discovered Enchanted Arrow was a great way for him to add a ranged option in the middle of combat. It created an arrow out of pure magic, and used up mana, where his other cards used his Stamina. It would’ve been perfect to use against the goblins, even while piloting Wind Runner.

It was now the twelfth card in his basic Adventurer deck, which made it less likely to come across the cards he wanted. He’d need to get one of those card removal cards, or hope one of the cards he came across transformed one of his shittier cards into a better one.

Speaking of, he also planned to go through the wreckage of the goblin ship and the speeders, to grab up the coins and gems and other cards that popped out.

For now he’d deal with his free points.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Adventurer, Beginner- level 3

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3) 75/100 xp

Charming- (Beginner level 2) 15/100 xp

Clever- (Beginner level 3) 85/100 xp

Fierce- (Amateur level 1) 60/1,000 xp

Lucky- (Beginner level 2) 0/0 xp

Quick- (Beginner level 2) 55/100 xp

Sly- (Beginner level 2) 5/100 xp

Tough- (Amateur level 1) 20/1,000 xp

Skills:

Staves (Beginner level 3) 0/100 xp

Swords (Beginner level 3) 95/100 xp

Clubs (Beginner level 1) 20/100 xp

Spades (Amateur level 2) 30/1,000 xp

All other skills unranked

His UI now included a toggle for checking on his experience totals. He’d keep an eye on this when buying up skill levels, so he didn’t work up a whole ton of xps only to waste a free level when he could’ve just practiced a little more. He wanted Quick, but also wanted to wait for it to level up naturally. A conundrum he mulled over for a bit.

Because he’d just leveled up Staves! Score! He wanted more of that sweet, sweet identify enemies and items power.

It was also clear he wasn’t using his Charming or Sly enough. He presently had Ashley to rely on for being charismatic, but that wouldn’t last forever. He needed to use his natural elf sexiness or whatever it was a bit more often. He also needed more sneakiness.

And what the fuck was with Lucky? There was no way to level it up?

Checking down the list of skills he didn’t have ranks in at all, he found Diamonds the same. You couldn’t ‘train’ yourself to be luckier, for whatever reason. He could only increase it through level ups and quest rewards.

Lucky didn’t seem worth it.

Sly seemed like the obvious choice if he wanted to counteract possible xp loss and get the benefits of sneaking around, hiding, and other skullduggery. It was only a matter of time before he used it, so he sank his free point into that.

Peripherally, he was also curious about what would happen if he ended up with all his stats at Amateur, and thought it was worth the experiment.

As for the skill points, he’d been needing Wands to pilot the ship better, though Clever had already worked. He wanted to not nearly die next time, and he had the feeling, with a Random Encounter every hour, they were going to need to pilot the ship under difficult circumstances.

He sank both skill levels into Wands and immediately noticed the difference. One, like with Attuned, he could feel the magic in the world. Like you could feel if somebody else was in your house, the low hum of their presence or the little sounds they made from half the house away. This was more palpable though, a tingle in the front part of his brain. Now he was starting to be able to see mana.

He also knew, instinctively, that the flow of mana was something like the water cycle in how mana ebbed and flowed. Like water it evaporated and soared through the skies. The crystals in Wind Runner tapped into that, to help conserve energy. It rained down each night, sinking into the earth, and where it hit water or ley lines it raced around the earth. It also coalesced into crystals beneath the earth that were volatile and full of insane potential. Mining them was incredibly dangerous.

He also knew there were different types of mana, though he wasn’t sure whether the natural flow of mana contained all the different types or not, or which type this was all around him, or even inside his body.

As well, he knew the mechanism that made Wind Runner go, and how it’d be easier to fly along ley lines, like a hang glider knowing the eddies and updrafts in order to keep soaring.

He had one last look at his sheet, xp totals off, and rather enjoyed how things were coming along.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Adventurer, Beginner level 3

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Beginner level 2)

Quick- (Beginner level 2)

Sly- (Beginner level 3)

Tough- (Amateur level 1)

Skills:

Staves (Beginner level 3)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Wands (Beginner level 2)

Clubs (Beginner level 1)

Spades (Amateur level 2)

All other skills unranked

One last point of inner conflict was over the consumable cards he had from the initial fight between those mages. Knowing what they did, he kind of wanted to just go crazy, consume them all, and have a shit ton more skills and attribute points. Those Uncommon cards had been worth 200 xp, and given him 2 levels in Staves for nothing. One of the cards in the stack was Mythic, and promised to give him 25,000 xp.

On the other hand, if he died, he was pretty sure he’d respawn back at the Sevens Elevens without any of this xp, back down to Beginner level 2, and if he consumed all these cards before dying, he’d probably wake up without them.

He might wake up with all the cards as they’d been saved when he set foot in the tavern.

Ugh, even though he knew he wouldn’t really die, there were still questions about dying that drove him nuts. He didn’t want to jump the gun, literally, if it meant he’d be screwed out of valuable, never-to-be-replaced cards. And four hours, some hundred fifty plus kilometers away from Phoenix, there was absolutely no way to conduct the experiment.

Unless Throdric suddenly showed back up, he thought, and gave a chuckle.

For now he’d bide his time. First Lucy and Jez, and little Damien, then experiment. Or rather, first another save point, and maybe experiment with Ashley.

That thought made him feel a bit like a douchebag. For all his intentions to just maroon her somewhere in this new world, she’d been nothing but enthusiastically accommodating to him. The thought that came immediately on the heels of that was that Ashley was nothing if not clever. She would know how to push his buttons, to remain with him. She’d done it for almost two years now, keeping her claws in him and making it impossible to make leaving easy.

They’d pulled him aboard in the midst of his figuring the system and leveling shit out, and he was having some of these thoughts about Ashley while she was hauling him into her lap.

“You were amazing,” she whispered, stroking his face and running her hand down into his adventurer’s shirt, over the places where he’d been hit by various arrows. Soon enough he was healed up, beyond the itchy agony of his body stitching itself back together, and just enjoying the warmth of her caresses. “It was sooooo hot.”

All three of them now seemed to look to him as if he were definitely not just the pilot of the ship, not only the captain, but the leader of the whole expedition. Which of course he was, though he hadn’t realized it or given his consent.

The brother and sister combo were also peering at him in discomfort, because he was being felt up by an extremely fit, mostly nude orc. She had stepped close and was rubbing her hand down to his hip and then up under his shirt. He probably should’ve felt more embarrassed, but instead he passed his gaze briefly over Evie, who had been staring at him, and looked away.

He hadn’t been watched before, and the idea that he could probably make Ashley an exhibitionist was satisfying in a primal way.

“Why don’t we land and have a break, and loot what we can. Should be at least two dozen cards for us to grab.”

Robbie, the brother, grinned and nodded.

The nellwyn sharpshooter Evie also nodded, and disappeared her steampunk rifle. “That’s good, because we got a problem.”

It turned out the Wind Runner wasn’t going to be a skyworthy vessel for very much longer. The woman explained about the repulser and how it had taken some damage in the barrage. Best he could understand from all the jargon and arcane gobbledegook, the crystal was having trouble drawing mana in from the ambient magic, which meant it was leaking the power to stay aloft. It would be a slow process, but they were going to be stranded out in the middle of the desert pretty soon.

Ash tabled that, and brought the ship down near the wreckage of the goblin ship. The way he understood it, you kept the ship aloft until you found a birth for a few reasons. One was that starting the repulsers going again once they switched off took a lot of power, and you wanted to be near somewhere with available mana crystals, or a mana well, which was exactly what it sounded like. So the Wind Runner had a couple of rope ladders. Although magic ladders that transformed into neat, sturdy staircases existed, they definitely didn’t for such a tiny and cheap craft.

And then Robbie had to go and fuck everything up.

Over behind a massive rock, Ash found the guy crouched over one of the goblins. This one wasn’t dead, but had been crushed under its speeder and lay feebly clawing at the dirt trying to get free. Or had been until Robbie showed up.

Robbie had the thing by the throat and was speaking soft, menacing words to it. One hand glowed with magic flame, and as Ash watched, the goblin held up one hand to try and ward Robbie off, only to have that hand slowly burned by Robbie’s fire spell.

Ash was quick about this. He stalked up to Robbie, grabbed his hand, and flung him backwards away from the already-broken goblin. In another smooth motion he produced his axe and cut its head off. A single card appeared, but Ash ignored it.

“What the fuck was that?” Robbie demanded.

This drew the attention of his sister Evie, and Ashley, who was barely cognizant.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ash said, pointedly looking over at the sister.

Robbie just leaned in, like being four feet tall and a generously added inch made him menacing somehow. “Don’t fucking touch me again. Okay, asshole?”

“What’s going on?” Evie asked.

Ash might have responded, but soon had Ashley all over him. Robbie tromped off and scooped up this and that card off the ground, casting dirty glances back way.

She couldn’t keep her hands off him. She was plastered onto one arm, threading her fingers into his over and over, in and out, in and then out. Her other hand rhythmically squeezed and stroked his forearm, up to his bicep, down again. She was clearly turned on, really turned on, because she couldn’t help but pressing the back of her hand between her legs, where he noted the lack of panties or loincloth. She then rolled her hips against his knuckles and the back of his hand until he turned to stare at her, wondering just what the fuck had happened to her.

The moment he did, she darted forward and kissed him. Wet and juicy, then licking over the length of his lips, only to dart into his mouth and pull his head in for even more sensuous making out.

What was into her?

She had already drenched his hand with her pussy juices. He didn’t know what had gotten into her, but he knew what was about to get into her.

It took some doing, but eventually he was able to drag Ashley around and grab up the cards left near each of the downed speeders, or the corpses of the goblins. The larger bunch was arrayed in a circle around the goblin ship. Ash tried to keep it together, but every time he bent down to inspect the loot, she plastered herself against him and tried to pull his fingers between her legs, where she was dripping wet.

“Just fuck her already,” the Artificer sharpshooter said from beside him. “She clearly needs it.”

Staves was telling him that his orc girlfriend, being an orc, got aroused from watching violence in action, especially violence done by her intended or her chosen mate. So that was it.

“She wants to watch,” Ashley purred.

“I... do not. I... I just… I can’t…”

With that, Evie stomped off.


11- You Do Not Meet the Requirements

Friday, Day 1

Ashley went on, locking eyes with the sharpshooter. “She wants to watch you fuck the shit out of me, and she secretly wants to lick my juices off you.”

“I do not! Stop being so fucking… horny!” This wasn’t very convincing, honestly. The Artificer appeared more than a little flushed in the cheeks, with dilated pupils.

Ashley was using him as a dildo now, pressing his fingers up inside her and rocking back and forth for more friction. And, he could hardly believe this, her inner muscles were squeezing at him noticeably.

They were just beside the pond created by the magic shockwave, Ashley with her ass out and clutching to his hand as if she would fly away if he stopped fingering her.

“She’s watching us,” Ashley panted. “She can’t take her eyes off you, Ash.”

Now crawling on her knees, sure he wouldn’t stop sliding his fingers in and out, she got in his face and laid one hand on his fully hard cock.

“You’re a big, sexy elf. Compared to her guy, you have a monster here between your legs. You just saved her life. She owes you one, Ash. She needs to fuck you silly. It’s your due as our savior.”

Stroking him, she grinned and chuckled in a predatory way.

“You want her to watch? You want to lock eyes with her while you put this cock in me, huh Ash? Is that what you want? I think you want to watch her spread her legs and finger herself while listening to us fuck. I think she wants those squishing sounds and your moaning so she can get off, that’s what I think.”

She freed up his erection and lowered her lips down toward it slowly, still talking dirty the whole time.

“She’d scream with this thing sinking way down deep inside her,” she told him. “She wouldn’t know pain from pleasure. She’d be shaking her head and begging for more at the same time. And I’d be right there to keep the lube coming.”

Ash felt arousal overwhelming his better judgement, over the fact that his girlfriend was talking seriously about the idea of him having sex with another woman. With her watching. While she held his dick touching her lips.

Her lips closed on the head and then she pushed her tongue out and lashed the side over and over again. In the meantime she thrust her ass out and waggled it slowly back and forth in obvious invitation for him to really give it to her.

It wasn’t a coincidence that her ass was on full display to the two nellwyns.

He gave her about a minute, and in that time once again she didn’t seem to be ready to stop blowing him with long, expert strokes. She seemed content to drink him up whenever he got around to blasting off. But as he watched her ass, he was convinced this was some insane tease. Ash couldn’t handle it any longer, and pulled her up off his cock by her hair. Her face broke into a dopey grin and she was clearly in the middle of a deep flush.

“Stay the fuck down there,” he hissed, and mounted her from behind, but not before giving her a hard spank across first one, and then the other ass cheek.

“Oh! Ohhh, daddy,” she said. “You’d better—”

He thrust into her, hard, and cut her off by making her gasp. It was better than telling her to shut the fuck up, which he was inclined to do.

He didn’t know what did it for him in this position, but it really worked. Whatever part of her that was rubbing against whatever part of him, and cumming so soon just wouldn’t do. So, he got a fist full of her deep green hair and yanked her head back. This caused her to get off her elbows and up on her hands. Or hand, rather, because she was furious frigging herself and moaning loudly. She also gasped when her head was as far back as it could go.

Luckily the angle situation was solved. He rammed into her, hard, again and again. It was still glorious to be stirring her up from within, but either his anger or the rubbing problem allowed him to just go, and go, and go.

For a time, he just reveled in the slapping sound of her ass slamming into his abs. His very well defined abs, as it turned out. He’d never been an ugly guy, and he’d worked out as part of his job, but beer and too many cheap subs had given him a softness around the middle that just didn’t exist any longer.

That same instinct that told him someone was in the house woke up, and he turned to find the two nellwyns standing and watching. The male caught his eye and turned away, but the Artificer sharpshooter couldn’t tear her eyes off the sight of them rutting.

He put a little more into the performance, raking his eyes up and down the little four foot woman while balls deep in his girlfriend.

Nellwyns had flatter heads than humans, and ears that stuck out a little, though not as much as elves. Otherwise, aside from the dusky brown skin, she looked like a miniature version of a very adult human. Although she was covered in Artificer’s clothes, she was slender and curvaceous, with bright orange hair and matching orange eyes. The Artificer had a sack clenched in a white-knuckled grip and looked to be on the verge of fainting.

She stared at him, unblinking and unseeing, while he filled Ashley up over and over again. Eventually he flipped her onto her back, put one of her legs on his shoulder, and let the other flop down so the nellwyn had a full view of their union.

The sack dropped out of the Artificer’s hands and she balled them into fists between her thighs. Mesmerized, unable to do anything but listen to her moan loudly, and listen to Ash grunt again with all the friction of her sopping pussy.

Ashley continued furiously rubbing her clit, and came only a few seconds after he’d changed position. Her whole body went rigid before bucking several times while she grunted and groaned. Her eyes locked onto his after several moments of uncontrolled bucking and crying out.

“Inside me,” she begged. “I need it, Ash. Give me that load.”

No. There wasn’t going to be a fucking anchor baby out of all this. Most of him was still convinced she was doing this on purpose for the sole purpose of sticking with him through the apocalypse going forward. Instead he clenched his teeth, pulled out, and when she started to protest, came on her face, in her mouth, and on her tits. He roared and came, hard. Harder than ever before, definitely. Hard enough to make his toes and teeth tingle with the effort.

He collapsed back onto the soft grass that had been desert hardpan until this morning, still staring at the now upside down Artificer. She jerked her hands away from her pussy and and they slowly drifted up in front of her face like she didn’t recognize them. Hands? She had never had hands before, and definitely not these hands.

“Your boyfriend won’t be upset?” he asked. “About you watching us, I mean.”

“He’s my brother,” she said vaguely, like she was swimming against a current, or lost in a fog.

Well that changed things in several different ways.

***

The next several hours gave Ash a whole lot of time to rummage through the reward cards they’d looted off the goblins, and plan a deck reorganization. He’d already spotted a rank up reorder, meaning that when he went from Adventurer Beginner to Amateur, he’d be able to dump any and everything in his current deck, and pick all new cards.

Opening up his Adventurer Class in the menu, he found a series of new prompts and pop ups that hadn’t been there before. The first explained that at Amateur, he would be grabbing up a sub-class from one of those he recognized: Knight, Fighter, Barbarian, Ranger, or Monk. The Knight and Barbarian were the tankiest of the five options, and the Monk was the DPS-iest. Ranger and Fighter both had ranged options, while the other three were primarily melee focused.

Barbarian had the rage and totems, while Monk had the ki points and options for insane acrobatics, healing, rapid attacking, that sort of thing. Ranger went into two weapons and bow and arrows, but also plenty of ambush style fighting, using traps and tracking, befriending animals, and eventually getting a familiar. Knight was just an armored behemoth, focused on HP and taunt actions, to keep your enemies close, and therefore your friends safe. Fighter had less armor and hit points, swapping out the extreme defense for dealing more damage and attacking more often.

He’d wanted to go Barbarian and probably still would, given that Barbarians were the best balance of tanking and doling out a whole mess of damage. As for totems, right now he could only make out the icons, rather than see the mechanics involved. Since there were eight, he figured these corresponded to the eight Attributes. He found a dragon, bear, wolf, snake, mouse, fox, rabbit, and bear. He’d read over what bonuses each of them gave him when the time came. For now he needed to check over his new cards.

He now recognized a couple of icons on the cards, at the top of each art. One was just a boot, for item cards. Another was a stylized brain, for consumable XP cards, a coin for coin cards, a diamond for gems, and then the three classes: a pair of crossed swords for Adventurer, a hooked staff with a magic sparkle for Caster, and a hooded figure with two eyes glowing from within for Specialists.

Those icons were black for common rarity cards, and white for uncommon cards. He brought out some of the cards from the very beginning, and saw more colors, a whole rainbow in fact. Pressing his finger against the little icon, up popped an explanation.

Ooh, press harder, Daddy… the UI told him. This is a mythic rarity Caster-restricted card.

Pressing his finger against the other cards, he found more rarities than he’d have thought: Masterpiece was the most powerful, mythic next, and then the laughs began. There were five levels of rare, including plain old rare, double rare, ultra rare, secret rare, and hyper rare. He seemed to have the most ultra rare cards, which were middle of the pack as he understood it.

He’d flipped through these quickly, glancing at some of the art and reading through some of the others at random. Bottom line was, he hadn’t paid a ton of attention to the massive deck of at very least two hundred cards from the mage battle. This was because he felt like he’d been on the verge of being attacked or zapped into nothing by an ultra powerful mage.

One of these he only noticed now because there was no icon above the art, which he’d dismissed because it was a picture of an idiotic minstrel looking guy puckering up for a kiss. He’d quickly flipped past it originally because it was a full art card, meaning the minstrel’s big kissy face was enormous compared to the tiny text, and it was also holo-foil with a rainbow sheen. The title of this rare card was The Hareminator, which he found utterly ridiculous at first. That feeling didn’t last.

Hareminator

Rare (holo foil – enhanced effect)

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

You gain free experience to spend as you wish based on making sexual advances on others. This experience scales exponentially with your level of success.

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

He stopped and stared, considering just what in the hell that meant for his future. He’d already been near death twice, and it wasn’t any fun, although he had a plethora of full revives. He read on.

Requires Barbarian, Sorcerer or Bard Class at Amateur level 1.

Requires a Lucky Attribute of Amateur level 1.

Requires a Diamonds Skill of Journeyman level 1.

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

“Holy shit,” he breathed.

Experience points were the real gold of this game, and he was beginning to come around on the idea of Relationships. He had to get his luck stat up as soon as possible. He’d been doing it all wrong. If he got more xp every time Ashley went down on him or fucked his brains out, he’d be Journeyman by now. Or maybe whatever came after Journeyman.

With a burst of paranoia, he peered over his shoulder to see if either of his two nellwyn crew members might be wondering what he was up to, but needn’t have worried. They were both in the midst of talking over deck choices, reading over cards and talking probability of card draw.

He had to keep these away from the others. The Hareminator was one thing, but he might have something even more powerful in there and didn’t want them trying to murder him in the night.

Even if his haul didn’t drive them to homicide, he didn’t want them sniping his cards, especially the ones they couldn’t use, or begging him constantly for a leg up on the competition. There was just no way he was using the consumable ones without more information, or revealing that he had these to anybody until a lot became a lot clearer.

The nellwyn girl, Evie, had taken all the Specialist cards to pick through, while Ashley and Evie’s brother Robbie grabbed all the Caster cards. Robbie wasn’t in a sharing mood, either.

Ash wasn’t able to get a good look at what they’d accumulated, given Robbie was a douchebag who bore watching, and wasn’t going to read over every detail of every card even if he could. A lot of them he already knew from Spellcraft as special abilities geared towards this or that damage dealing specialty, elemental magic, healing, or constructing more and more powerful and elaborate steampunk shit to help in combat.

He’d snagged several copies of Reckless Attack, more copies of Focused Attack, another Knockback, another Deflect, and another Trip Attack. Since he wasn’t awash in defense, he just put the Deflect into his deck, bringing his total to thirteen cards.

If only Reckless Attack wasn’t garbage. He held two copies of the card in his hand and sighed, then went to slide them together to form a pile of cards he had no interest keeping his deck, but stopped. The two cards flashed with reddish light, melted together, and when they returned to normal, they’d created an uncommon card, a new one called Brutal Strike. This one still had a defense loss penalty when used, but now it did even more damage than before, and had a chance to cause bleeding as a debuff.

He snatched out the last copy of Reckless Attack and pressed it to Brutal Strike, but nothing happened. He tried to bring up his basic deck and press his Reckless Attack into the ones floating in the screens in front of his face, but it wasn’t to be. He’d need to level up his class, get to Barbarian, and grab all those out before condensing his Reckless Attacks into another Brutal Strike, then seeing whether two Brutal Strikes would morph from uncommons into a new rare.

These and more he discovered by reading heavily on their next leg of the journey. It was decided they’d head down towards where Mexicali should be, continuing southwest. Out away from Phoenix, the number of floating islands, giant crystal formations, or ancient broken statuary was lessening, so he figured Mexicali would either be its old, normal, scuzzy self, or it would be transformed into something utterly different.

He was hoping for the latter. Although it might mean people’s lives had changed forever, he thought that probably a lot of the people would be okay with that.

He was having the time of his life.


12- Not Good at Thinking

Friday, Day 1

Mexicali did indeed have all the same insane features as Phoenix had at ground zero. A vast quantity of the city had risen up out of the earth and now floated as several enormous islands, connected by root structures below and bridges on the surface. Full hamlet villages of adobe houses in a much older style now stood on some of those islands.

He was glad of the city’s existence morphed into fantasy, because the Wind Runner was starting to suddenly jag downwards, and required one of them to jerk on the steering yolk any time that happened. Overall she was beginning to list to one side, and regaining altitude was becoming more and more difficult.

Mexicali meant their journey was about halfway, and though the nellwyn siblings complained that they hadn’t been attacked by any other Random Encounters, Ash was ready to get to another Save Point and figure shit out. He didn’t especially relish the idea of helping them gather up cards by nearly careening to his death time and again.

It was time to die. And also fix up the Wind Runner so she’d be able to make the journey.

The first problem that hit them in the face was being unable to get up high enough to dock on the top of Mexicali’s several large floating islands, where the town looked relatively clean and safe. Down below, hovels littered the area and the inhabitants didn’t seem to have much in the way of sky ships. They looked poor, or recently attacked, or both.

“We need to get her to the top,” he told Evie and Robbie.

“He needs us to help him get it up,” Ashley added.

He smiled. “That’s… exactly what I need. And I’d prefer it if we could do it quickly and safely. Whatever happened to these people could come back and none of us want that.”

This section of the town had gotten it, bad. What ‘it’ was, he didn’t know. A number of houses had been bowled over in a line that suggested a running battle, or a slaughter.

Although they had looted 249 coins, and although Ash had taken over duties as the group’s treasurer, they only had 49 coins when he went to haggle with the person running the only sky ship available. He received a message from the UI explaining that the second month’s payment for the Wind Runner was now officially paid off, and thanks again for shopping Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater western Phoenix area. After all, their original agreement included their first month.

Ash chuckled and swore. “You asshole.”

The magical contract had just deducted this month’s payment for the Wind Runner without his permission. And sure that was how it was supposed to work, he had hoped there would be some kind of warning or choice involved.

Apparently not.

Anyway, the person in charge of taking on cargo and passengers on this sky ferry commiserated with him, then promptly called for the next person in line because they had no time for his shit. Just attaching the Wind Runner to this ferry was a 75 coin job, apparently, though it would include passage for all four of them.

Ashley came puffing up to him when he dropped out of line.

“I found it,” she said.

“You… found… it.”

She nodded several times enthusiastically.

“Do you want to tell me what ‘it’ is?”

She nodded even more vigorously. And when he stared at her, and she continued nodding, he eventually had to ask.

“Tell me what it is, then.”

It was hopefully not a small room for her to fuck him in. On the other hand… perhaps it wasn’t so terrible if that’s what ‘it’ was.

“The quest.”

“Ashley, baby, you’re going to have to start explaining things for real before I get pissed off.”

Her eyes shone with excitement, and she clasped her hands in front of her bountiful breasts before hopping up and down a little. “And punish me?”

“I will choke you with my cock until you pass out, and then use a variety of things on your unlubricated asshole, and…” The excitement in her eyes was slightly scary now. “…and I won’t do that. Instead I won’t let you touch me for a full week.”

Her face fell. “Party pooper. It’s a quest to take on the owlbear nest that has been rampaging through this part of town. Pays handsomely.”

If the pay was at least 75 coin, they were in business. Now all they had to do was track down and kill a monster capable of breaking apart people’s admittedly crumbling houses.

He tried to tell himself it was for the cards, and the experience, but really it was the quickest way to do this short of shaking down poor people for their money, and he rolled his eyes at himself for even having the thought.

Ashley led him to the half of the remaining tavern, sadly still not a Save Point because it wasn’t safe. He wondered how the place had been destroyed if it was supposed to be immune to monster damage, and put the question to the bedraggled orc man at the bar.

“How does a Save Point get demolished anyhow?” he asked.

“You taking this job, senor?” the bartender asked, in a thick Spanish accent.

“Sure.”

“Some idiot takes this job before, and he tries to hide out in my tavern.”

Save Point doesn’t stay safe if your quest comes to eat you when you’re inside. Point taken, and noted down, and filed away.

You have been offered a Quest!

Side Quest: Clear the owlbears.

Clear the owlbears (side quest)

These creatures have been stealing livestock and some people for weeks now. The tavern keeper at Meksikali requests a stalwart adventuring party to venture forth outside of town, where the owlbear menace has been tracked by other enterprising, and likely dead, adventurers. Ensure the death of the creatures: 0/2.

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +1 attribute level for the two party members who deal the greatest amount of damage, +250 coins for the party.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

He went to Yes even though it didn’t seem like enough of a reward for the amount of work it sounded was involved, and hesitated.

“No,” he said.

The tavern keeper squinted at him. Evie and Robbie’s mouths dropped open. Ashley pushed herself up against his arm like she’d been doing, and breathed a question in his ear.

That part about only two of them getting attribute points was some bullshit he hoped he wouldn’t see again.

“I don’t take quests that pit the members of my team against one another.”

“What—” he started to say, but Ash held up a hand and cut him off.

“You either add an attribute skill for each of us, or remove the attribute level for only two of us. I’m not getting one of my people killed because he runs on ahead and tries to do all the work by himself, gets cornered, and gets eaten.” Here he was obviously thinking about Robbie and what that would do to Evie.

The look that passed over his face bothered Ash at the time, but he’d failed a Staves and Sly check. He’d be bothered by this, and it would come to him, but not just yet.

“Fine,” the orc said, and waved his hands in the air, presumably to interact with the user interface and get the quest changed. The new reward looked like this:

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +1 item card for the party, +1 random reward card for the party +250 coins for the party.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

This didn’t please him much more, but he agreed after reading. It was the same bullshit but after the quest creature was dead. And anyway there would be reward cards from taking on the creatures, so they didn’t really need more of those. Plus, he didn’t know how items worked.

The others took the quest as well, and a new arrow appeared showing that the creature was about two kilometers that way. ‘That way’ was directly south, but also up in the air.

Thirty minutes later, it was clear that only two kilometers could be a whole lot longer than that when you had to wind your way around a bloody mountain. They’d come to what amounted to a wall of rock only a half kilometer away. It was swathed in thick fog and had been impossible to see before this.

Ash just sighed, and considered the tavern keeper’s side quest yet again. It still bothered him, but he’d since failed a Hearts (Charming) check, and later failed a Hearts (Clever) check.

A few things he learned here: one, that people from earth who’d transformed into PCs could also be transformed into NPCs, and two that NPC people could both create quests and then alter them. The quest reward portion at least.

The second thing he learned was that skills and attributes could be used to arrive at the same conclusion from different directions. This was technical and maybe didn’t matter a ton, but he thought it was probably important in some tiny way. First, it had tried Sly and Staves, to see why the tavern keeper was lying to him, then Charming and Hearts, for the same thing. Except Ash was worse at both Charming and had no Hearts skill at all. Last, it had tried Clever and Hearts, to use brains instead of charisma. The last one he hoped it tried was Clever and Staves, which it eventually did.

Speaking of being clever… it also occurred to him that he hadn’t shared his knowledge of Reckless Attack and Brutal Strike, and that his chances of survival went up if they had that little tidbit.

“Hey by the way, if you have multiples of crappy common cards,” he told them, “you can meld them together to make a single uncommon. Instead of adding garbage to your deck, you can get higher powered cards.”

Robbie swore loudly, causing him to turn.

“The fuck didn’t you mention this before? I’m sitting on like eight sizzling strike cards, and they’re not that good. I could’ve combined them, you’re saying?”

“I didn’t mention it before because I didn’t know it before,” Ash said. “You want to slow your roll, jackwagon? I don’t care whose brother you are.”

Ashley had drifted over and laid a hand on his shoulder, like she was his obedient slave and he was her benevolent protector.

Robbie pointed a finger up at him. “Don’t you look at my sister, asshole.” It was hard to be intimidated by a guy who was a full head shorter than him, and used a foot long stick in combat.

“We need the four of us to take on these owlbear things,” Ash said. “Not three. So if you end up killing me or I kill you, we all lose, because then it ends bad for your sister or my girlfriend.”

Robbie looked to be on the verge of saying something else, or else surging forward and attacking him. Ash knew that at low levels Casters had hardly any hit points, so he had a pretty good chance of killing him if it came to blows, but the first strike would matter, possibly a lot.

Finally Robbie deflated and with one last sneer, turned back to the task at hand. He was still muttering darkly about the fact that he could have some good spells if it weren’t for Ash.

They soldiered on in tense silence, eventually forced to assist one another in climbing. Ash’s Spades skill came in very handy for this as well, and his enhanced Tough also worked in his favor. Soon enough he reached a ledge capable of supporting two of them, and he anchored a rope in the mountain when the answer came to him.

He finally succeeded Clever and Staves.

It was good business for the tavern keeper to put people on this quest. He had a tavern to rebuild eventually… unless he just hitched a ferry up to the floating islands with a nice chunk of cash and cards, and started anew in a safer spot.

And how would he grab onto this money? All he’d need to do was send adventurers out on a suicide mission, then have people not far off, waiting for them to fall. They could loot the corpses, who would appear really far off, at some Save Point nowhere near Mexicali. This wasn’t the first or even the second adventuring party he’d sent after the owlbears, who had (according to the quest) been terrorizing the people for weeks. Although that didn’t make any sense in real world terms, he didn’t know if this newly transformed world had some kind of history that came along with the metamorphosis. Possibly it did.

Or the tavern keeper had made shit up. Either a partial or complete lie. It didn’t matter which. If the owlbears had once upon a time been cartel members or just local gangsters who came around and extorted the tavern keeper. If he was part of the cartel, sending American tourists over to where they’d be shaken down by thugs for all their money and valuables, and left on this side of the border. Regardless of the reason, the result was the same: they were climbing into a trap.

Their party didn’t include a sneakster like a rogue, and it was unlikely Ashley or Robbie had anything like an invisibility spell, but they might have something.

When Robbie reached the ledge, he explained what he’d just figured out, and got another sour look from the brother.

“You mean it took you this long to piece together the scam?”

“Did you figure it out?”

Robbie’s sour look grew even more sour.

“You got any silence spell or way to create an illusion or something? A distraction?”

Robbie shrugged.

“Well we can’t get anyone else up on this tiny little ledge. I’ll go first.” He hoped the nellwyn wasn’t holding out on him, hoping he’d get killed and sent all the way back to Lucky Sevens, Lucky Elevens, some two hundred fifty kilometers away.

It was only another five meters up to the plateau marking the mountain’s top. It was a geological formation specific to video games that probably existed in nature, but not nearly as much as this. A softly sloping rise with flowing grasses led to another cliff face, and in the middle of that cliff face was a cave.

The stench was horrific. Ash nearly gagged. Because while the field of human and humanoid bones was mostly picked clean, it wasn’t entirely picked clean. Clouds of flies buzzed above some places, sharing remains with birds Ash had never seen before.

And, in front of all that, past a smattering of humanoid bones and skulls, lay a sleeping owlbear.

Owlbear (Journeyman threat, beast, non-magical)

This creature is the result of a magic confluence where a large volume of mana warps two nearby creatures into a single entity. Its vastly enhanced size, speed and ferocity are the result of the influx of large quantities of mana.

HP: 90+/90+MP: 10/10SP: 250/250

This creature may have resistances and special abilities unknown to you. This is a non-magical creature. To learn more, defeat this creature or increase your Staves skill.

This enormous, larger than a grizzly with a huge owl head and feathered forearms was different in two distinct ways. First, it was easily three or four meters at the shoulder, making it gigantic. Second, it had long, razor sharp claws at both its owly forelimbs and its grizzly bear back legs.

And a baby one sat gnawing on a thigh bone nearer the cave entrance.


Interlude II- Throdric Crush Foes

Throdric Foecrusher stared down at the wreckage of the gnolls and their war band. It seemed odd to have a war band include women and children, but the way they’d yipped and barked at him, and the weapons they’d shaken in his direction, just made him want to smash all of them with his hammer, so that’s just what he did.

He left a swath of destruction, and reaped the rewards: he’d gotten nearly forty cards out of the deal. It no longer mattered that a lot of them were low-coin rewards, crap items, or abilities he couldn’t use. West of Phoenix he’d come across a small town with a card shop, where a goblin with ears longer than his whole head laid out a card for every card Throdric laid out, chatting amiably while both of them eyed one another for the first sign of backstabbery.

Since that Ash asshole, or Ashhole as Throdric was referring to him, he no longer trusted anybody. This kindly old man could’ve been a young kid just yesterday. There was no telling whether the shriveled little goblin had been a heavyweight power lifter yesterday, or was an ex-con or something.

He’d traded for some Adventurer and Caster cards, knowing he was eventually going to become a paladin. It wasn’t completely clear on how he was going to end up as a paragon who pledged his shield and mace in the service of a deity, but he knew enough about the game system and the way these games typically worked.

The old man had also thrown in a tip: press your cards together and upgrade their rarity. Once that happened, Throdric had become a virtual powerhouse in his class of Knight. He had a massive shield and had turned several copies of Deflect into Reflect, and then Shield Riposte. Although he was a Knight, he could still equip Caster cards, and especially his prized possession, Purity’s Soothing Caress. Although he wasn’t thrilled with the title, he was more than happy to overlook that in favor of the healing and cleansing benefits it gave him. As long as he stayed alive for the cooldown of two minutes, he could basically put himself back up at full health and keep bashing away.

The gnolls gave him one of the last things he needed, which was to turn his Defensive Posture card into a Defensive Burst. It raised up the defense on his armor to such a degree that the gnolls hadn’t been able to touch him for half the fight, and that was in Defensive Posture. Now Defensive Burst increased his defense, then gave him bonus strength, speed, and awareness each time he took a hit.

Throdric made his way over to the half-elf on the ground, bleeding, and picked up the last of the loot cards while he waited to administer Purity’s Soothing Caress. It required him to lay a hand on the afflicted, which the others gave him shit about.

“Ugh,” Darren said, squirming, holding the guts into his belly. “H… how long?”

“Only a minute left on the cooldown,” Throdric lied. The ability was fully ready, and he was just watching the health bar over Darren’s head tick down from the blood loss.

Darren swore and spoke in an agonized tone, back arching to shove his wounded gut closer to Throdric, while groaning loudly. To be fair, it probably hurt like hell, but then again, he shouldn’t have mocked Purity’s Soothing Caress. It was literally saving his life.

“We good?” the other member of his party asked. Rachel was a female felinian, by far the hottest species Throdric had come across in their full day of adventuring. He didn’t know how this player managed it, but she was a cat girl with brown hair, huge cat ears on the top of her head, whiskers, a tail, those slitted eyes. Throdric couldn’t help but feel a surge of lust any time she spoke to him. She, by contrast, seemed utterly disinterested in him, and also in Darren’s condition.

He found that to be kind of awesome in a way. He had considered, in the several hours since meeting Rachel, making a move on her, but he’d been given a choice of gender when he changed into a fantasy character. That meant Rachel, just like the shopkeeper, could’ve been somebody else all her life, and only changed into a smoking hot lady catgirl thief this morning. Though the more he watched her ass shake in those form-fitting leather pants and her tail twitch lazily back and forth, the less he was bothered by the idea of Rachel being named something like Rafael until just this morning.

“We’re good,” he said, and pushed down on Darren’s bloody, clasped hands. The surge of magic flowed out through his body, down his arm, concentrated in his finger, and then a wash of vital energy enveloped the half-elf. The cleansing aspect of the rare card made short work of the bleeding condition, and then started to knit their Caster back together.

“You need to stick close,” Throdric told him. “Not a good idea to go off by yourself.”

Darren just stared at him. Throdric had charged into the fray and bashed a whole lot of skulls, leaving Rachel to cover Darren with throwing knives alone. It hadn’t been enough; Throdric saw Darren fleeing in terror, throwing spells left and right over his shoulder while gnoll javelins flew this way and that, and some of the hyena people chased him down with clubs and crude stone weapons, like the sharpened stone dagger that came pushing out of Darren’s stomach. It was kind of fun watching his guts get sucked back in and then the wound closing up like a zipper.

Throdric knew all this, and pretended he didn’t. Darren knew this and pretended he didn’t know Throdric knew. But they all knew. Darren wasn’t stupid.

“How much did we make?” Rachel asked.

Throdric counted through the coins. “One twenty four.” It wasn’t a lot given the sheer number of gnolls they’d hacked and zapped and stabbed through, but that was to be expected given how many of them were practically helpless.

The other thing that united them was Rachel and Darren being willing to give him all the loot cards to distribute between the three of them. They weren’t doing ‘all Caster cards go to Darren’ because Darren was absolutely useless in and out of combat. Rachel was a thief and therefore not to be trusted.

So he pocketed their new 124 coins, two gem shards, nine common ability cards, and the one common consumable xp card dropped by the gnolls. When they reached a Save Point or a town he’d take them to a card shop, improve their decks, give them a stipend, and let them both go waste all their money on drinking and whoring if that’s what they so chose. In the meantime he would invest that money in quality gear, probably item cards, since they were ultimately created by magic, and very portable.

“There’s a dungeon near here,” Darren suddenly said.

Throdric knew there was a reason for keeping the little shit around. As much as he whined and as little damage as he was capable of taking, he had a pretty wide range of spells. And not all Casters were created equal. That one he’d killed off at the Phoenix outskirts had coated his body in crystals, shot out lances of crystal, and grew them up out of the ground to try to pin Throdric there and stop him from moving. This didn’t work so well against Throdric’s armor or ability to bash the shit out of the crystals, which was why he hadn’t done anything except die and drop loot cards, but he’d only had one utility thing, which had summoned his wand back to his hand once Throdric broke the other one and rendered it useless.

Darren, by contrast, had more utility spells and fewer attack and defensive spells. He could fucking fly, for one thing. Sure it wasn’t fast, so it was mostly useless in combat, and it didn’t have much of a duration, but he could cast it on Rachel, cast it on himself, and they could do thirty minutes in the air at a stretch. This was ninety percent of the reason he’d lived and joined the party rather than died and fueled Throdric’s loot pile.

“Find it,” Throdric commanded. Ashhole had stopped moving, which probably meant his shitty sky ship was broken. He was only forty kilometers away, and Throdric was not certain of the enemy’s capabilities or disposition.

He would need far more loot than he currently had. He needed more rare special abilities, zero standard gear and common items, uncommons or better, and at least rare armor. Oh, and another Full Revive. He was going to power level into the fight, scout the fucker who’d killed him, take down any allies he had one by one, ambush style, and face the Ashhole in glorious one on one combat—when it was clear he was going to mop the floor with the fuckstick.

Darren’s eyes closed and he held up a hand. Briefly, a flash of incandescent yellow energy flared to life over his head in the shape of a stylized eye, and when his eyes snapped open, they were coated in the same yellow energy.

He began walking, drunkenly weaving this way and that, between the large boulders that dotted this tiny portion of the landscape. He looped around a particular boulder once, then in a slightly wider loop again, and finally circled it a third time.

“Are you fucking with me?” Throdric demanded. He was about ready to pull up a skill card and bash Darren’s squishy head in. See, if it wasn’t a snap decision, you had plenty of time to plan it, you got to choose any of the cards out of your deck instead of just choosing one out of three. The moment his deck appeared, a handprint sank into view in the side of the stone.

When Darren pressed his hand into it, it was like the boulder was suddenly made of mud, and he was shoulder deep in an instant. The rock simply swallowed him whole, and sprang back to its original shape with a bit of rippling. Rachel approached where he’d just gone, trying to peer through the stone, but the only thing that happened was a handprint appeared where Darren had just vanished.

“Darren?” she asked, with a less blase attitude than before. Aww, did she care? “Darren, you there?”

For just a moment, a thrill of jealousy shot through him. She wouldn’t fuck Darren, would she? Of course not, he was pathetic, and she had made it clear she wasn’t going to fuck to stay in the party. Not him, and not Darren either.

He chuckled darkly, knowing that no, Rachel only gave a shit about herself. She’d watched her companion the crystal mage die screaming at Throdric’s hands, then shrugged when he’d offered her a place in his party. She was looking out for number one and that was just fine by him, so long as she honored the terms of their deal.

It had been a wild few hours. Throdric had gone to bed the manager of a fast food burger joint, and woken up… this.

She looked a question back at him, and he nodded. “I’ll be right behind you.”

“I can’t hear anything.”

“I’ll come right after you,” he repeated. Dungeons meant loot. Danger, sure, and loot.

Her tail twitched with uncertainty, but he gave her a quick shove and her hand fit neatly into the depression when she stumbled forward, cursing.

The hand-shaped depression that appeared when he approached was significantly lower, a little smaller, and the space for the digits thicker. He grinned, walked forward, and squished his way through liquid stone, and into the dungeon.

Distantly Darren was screaming, and Rachel was a shadowy blur of motion, cursing to herself, but Throdric only grinned and began laughing. He pulled up his tower shield, readied his mace, and grabbed the first card he saw.


13- Kick Up a Fuss

Friday, Day 1

A baby one meant a fiercely protective parent. It wasn’t mentioned in the write up, but most mammalian creatures had only a single parent raise them: the mother. Most likely there was only the one outside the cave, but he wasn’t about to take his chances. If he could sneak around the adult one, he’d have a chance to peer inside the cave and see if his high school biology lessons were worth anything in this new reality.

The first thing Ash did before waking the sleeping beast was produce his ridiculous amount of rope, bend down to tie it off against a young and tenacious cliff dwelling tree, and toss the rope overboard. He was rewarded with a Sly (Wands) check for doing so silently, though the UI informed him as well that the difficulty for doing so was lowered because he hadn’t taken any actions against the owlbears.

Oh, how he wished he had a spell for silence of invisibility right about now. Or the Specialist skill bonuses that he was sure existed. Heart thundering in his chest, he made every step a slow and calculated one, around toward the back of the mammoth beast presently slumbering in front of him.

All it would have to do to kill him was wake up and shove him backwards less than a meter. A single swipe of its claws might disembowel him, or might not, but behind him was a hundred meter drop that would certainly end with him dead.

Which meant skirting around behind the thing, so as not to wake its offspring, and get to where he had some mountain at his back rather than the empty void of open air.

Warning! You have failed a Sly (Diamonds) check! Owlbear cub has noticed something and is coming to investigate.

Well shit.

Ash stopped and listened, then heard the inquisitive creature’s questioning chirp off to one side, meaning he needed to keep heading to the left. He tried to keep his focus on the bones beneath his feet, but couldn’t help sneaking several glances over his shoulder. It was only a matter of time before that thing’s mother or father woke up and tore him to shreds.

If there was one bit of luck to be had, it was that he’d now get clawed and batted into a solid wall of mountain rock rather than flung off the side of a mountain to his death. He’d take the small victory.

The surprised owl face appeared over the side of the mountain of fur and feathers, cocking its head at him and making a surprised hooting trill.

If his girlfriend and the Artificer could get up here any moment now, that would be lovely.

Nothing doing.

He crept around a little faster now, failing another Sly (Diamonds) check. The baby owlbear hooted at him again, this time taking several quick steps and crunching over several of the bones he’d taken such pains not to break in his quiet advance.

Just before Ash disappeared behind the owlbear parent, he noted Rabbie’s head poke over the top of the cliff’s edge and his eyes widen.

Now all he had to do was bide his time, and—

The baby opened its mouth and screeched loudly. It wasn’t a moment before the fur and feather mountain shuddered, a sound that could only be described as a yawn resonated out, and the whole thing lurched into motion.

All three of Ash’s cards were Focused Attack, and this was the moment for it. He thanked his lucky stars for a moment to read through the three options and get to stabbing.

Choose to spend Mana, Health, or Stamina to activate. On your next successful strike, gain one of the three benefits.

Mana: You see your opponent’s cards and the one they are likeliest to play next.

Health: Your attack causes bleeding over the next 12-24 seconds.

Stamina: Your attack causes your opponent to discard a card from their hand at random. If this was their readied card, that ability is canceled but they draw another immediately.

He chose to spend health on this, and took 2 hit points worth of damage before chopping the creature deep beneath the ribs and up, up, up where he was stopped when the handle encountered a rib cage. A roar of pain boomed out over the edge of the mountain, followed by the first of many echoes.

The UI announced that he’d succeeded a Lucky (Diamonds) check, the first time he’d ever seen one of those happen.

Congratulations! Luck is with you. You’ve scored a critical hit! You achieve maximum damage, and that has been doubled. Buffs and conditions following this strike will also achieve double maximum effect.

His next draw, before the surprised beast ended up tearing him to pieces, gave him Deflect, Knockback, and Reckless Attack. Well, no way he was using Reckless Attack, whether the thing was half dead or no. No way he would score another critical strike, not with his Lucky and Diamonds where they currently were. Also, he definitely couldn’t afford to have his defense lowered if the owlbear lived. Deflect was defensive but its effect would return a card from his discard pile, and he didn’t need Focused Attack back. As for Knockback… he wasn’t certain it would work.

It would have to do though, the other two were utterly useless right now.

He wrenched his axe out of the owlbear’s guts and a gout of blood followed. The red bar floating over the owlbear's head, amazingly, dropped by over half. Even so, he didn’t think Reckless Attack would do the trick. Instead he waited for the beast to swipe down toward him before slamming both buckler and axe against the claws.

A rush of power flooded through his veins, the feeling of Stamina leaving him, and though the claws dealt over 25 damage in a single swipe, Knockback succeeded in bouncing the claws back away from him. His buckler shattered into so many toothpicks, but a shockwave went out and sent the creature stumbling. Its health bar dropped again, but not nearly enough, and while another gout of blood came pouring out of the first wound, the drop in HP from the bleeding status wasn’t enough either.

The loss of 25 hp was over a third of his total. He too got the bleeding condition, meaning he was going to continue taking damage each chunk of seconds until someone healed him. Someone like Robbie, who should get the fuck up here right now and help. He chanced a look over to where he’d come up onto the plateau.

No Robbie.

In the meantime, the owlbear’s action was to engage something called Bolster, which canceled out the bleeding condition and stopped it taking additional damage, then give it further resistances against poisons, bleeding, and other debuffs.

This time, he drew Enchanted Arrow, along with Focused Attack and Trip Attack, but immediately picked Enchanted Arrow and let fly. His mana pool was more than enough to handle the cost.

Whatever mana was, it felt like a drug. It coalesced like an adrenaline high, or a mega caffeine buzz had suddenly infused his body, no his arm… wait, his hand. The buzz went into his hand, then down into his finger, then erupted out into a greenish light. An arrow made of greenish energy went shooting out of his finger and struck the creature high in the chest. The HP meter dropped further, down to about a quarter.

Still not enough.

Not far off, the baby owlbear cried out pathetically for its mama. Or its papa. Ash couldn’t tell with this thing.

He was just choosing Deflect when the creature used Mighty Roar, and a bellow of mammoth proportions split the sky like thunder. He felt the effect of it wash over him, but lucky for him he’d gotten his Tough up pretty high. Unluckily for him, he hadn’t invested any xp in Cups, and failed to resist the fear effect on a Cups (Tough) check. He just didn’t have the cojones to shake off the terror it inspired.

Deflect vanished. The other two cards he’d drawn likewise disappeared, replaced by only a single card this time: Reckless Attack.

He really needed to stop drawing this or he’d be dead soon.

Nothing for it, he charged at the creature, raising his axe and prepared to kill it. He also prepared to have the thing take his head off completely. He was just leaping up to deliver what he hoped was the final blow when a pair of jolts struck the creature from behind, up at the side of its head.

It died before he crashed into it, and sent its body tumbling off the cliff, trailing reward cards as it went.

***

Ash whooped for joy and triumph a moment before the ground shook. He turned, feeling like this was happening with exaggerated slowness, and beheld another one, the dinner table sized disk face of the owl and the snapping beak not ten feet from an already wounded Ash.

“You can go fuck yourself,” he muttered, and grimaced when the three cards appeared. Two copies of Mana Charge and one Trip Attack. The first meant taking the time to infuse his weapon with magic, and it also meant taking a full hit from the owlbear. The second meant attacking and probably failing.

He slowly backed up, choosing Trip Attack and waiting to have this thing come down on him like the hammer of God.

“Guys?” he shouted. “Could use a little help here!”

The owlbear used Empower, and stood up on its hind legs to make itself appear even more huge than before. Not that it needed it, but Ash’s Staves skill explained instinctively to him in no time at all that Empower would give the creature some temporary hit points, some extra defense, and a bit more intimidation power. It also let out a screech that hurt his ears.

Still, this was his chance; he dove in and chopped at one of its hind legs, but only succeeded in doing a paltry amount of damage… and also lying prone beneath the creature when it dropped back down on all fours.

It bent its head down under its body in confusion, and spotted him down there at the exact moment his card draw came up again. Wouldn’t you know it, one Reckless Attack, one Focused Attack, and one Disarm. Having seen the higher level cards, it was maddening to get three options that were seemingly ineffectual to the point of uselessness. So he grabbed Focused Attack, did another 2 HP of damage to himself, and in rising behind the creature, dragged his axe deep in the hip joint, the creature’s flank.

If he’d had the drop on this one, or scored a critical, it might have made a difference, but as it was, instead of dealing half the creature’s health all at once, he did about 8 damage and inflicted bleeding for 1 hp each second for 24 seconds. Nowhere near enough.

The creature whirled with a speed that surprised him, though it shouldn’t have. Using Quick Attack, the owlbear sacrificed damage for speed, but its Journeyman level strength was already much higher than his. He was caught for 15 damage and battered aside, taking another 5 damage getting poked with bones and then slamming into the rock wall beside the owlbear nest cave.

Two of the things. Unreal.

He struggled to get up, picked Reckless Attack because it was that or Mana Charge, and rose just as it dropped to all fours only a few meters away from him and used its own Mighty Roar.

He had just resigned himself to death—again—when a barrage of spells peppered the creature’s backside. Its health meter dropped down below half, and the necrotic beam from Ashley began to create spreading black blotches on its body. Hair fell out and the blackened skin ruptured and oozed dark blood. When it turned again, the shot from Evie’s sniper rifle took it in the face, directly in one eye. The owlbear fell from near full health all the way down to a third in just seconds.

Another Mighty Roar stopped that, though. The fear effect was enough to shake Ash’s party members, and set them on the back foot. This time, his Cups (Tough) check succeeded, and he rushed forward to hack at the thing’s neck.

Immediately on the heels, his deck was down to only three cards, and reshuffled. He drew Mana Charge, Reckless Attack, and Focused Attack, and swore. Still, this time he channeled mana into the Focused Attack and saw that the owlbear was going to use a card called Power Claw, so he went for the throat on his attack and immediately dodged away.

The huge reach of the beast got him anyway, though his Quick (Diamonds) check failed, the UI explained that he still received only partial damage from the attack.

This was good, because he only had 30 HP left. After the claw attack, he was down to 9. And bleeding. Oh, and there was no small amount of pain. Tough allowed him to push through most of it, but he needed to increase his Cups skill to really ignore all of it.

He scored his Enchanted Arrow, roared out loud, and felt the mana flowing down his arm into his finger. The green arrow struck the owlbear just as Evie’s shot, Ashley’s necrotic ray, and Robbie’s fire strike all hit it. The beast fell dead in a flurry of reward cards, and Ash collapsed on the bone-strewn ground at 4 HP. After that, things got fuzzy.

Sometime later he was aware that the UI had flashed at him, explaining something. Most likely that he was near death and suffering from blood loss. Healing spells did the trick, and he remembered that he had a bunch of consumable healing potions only after the entire fight was over. He admonished himself as he came to, to keep some of those potion cards handy, or just put one or two into his deck and have them drawn naturally with his combat and spell cards.

Yes, bleeding had very nearly killed him, and he’d slumped to the ground in a faint before Ashley brought him back from the precipice.

As soon as his HP was up to 10% of his total, he could get up and move around without incurring more conditions, and as soon as that happened he was attacked. He was flat on his back with his busty orc girlfriend staring down wild-eyed at him.

“I need it, Ash,” Ashley breathed, already pressing her barely-covered groin into his. “I need it right now. You have to get inside me.” That orc bloodlust leaned really heavily on the lust part.

“Get a room!” Robbie called. Ash couldn’t see him, blocked as he was by a pair of huge breasts straining against the top of a wide cut poncho, and another pair of wild, lust-filled eyes boring into his face. Come to find out later he was elbow deep in owlbear blood and she’d watched him spring valiantly at the beast. Combat just did it for orcs. Made Ashley gush like a

“Or a cave?” Evie suggested from nearby. Ash turned to find her staring at the two of them.

***

Ashley had basically dragged him into a fetid, stinking cave with several half-eaten corpses and seemed okay with fucking him right there when a shout came up.

“No,” she hissed, and seemed incensed to have been interrupted. She stalked out and froze, which probably saved Robbie a lot of pain.

They found Robbie kicking the baby owlbear. And not nice little footie nudges either, these were

“What are you doing?” Evie screamed. “Robbie!”

He now sported a long gash down his forearm and the back of his hand. Ash put it together right away: Robbie had been torturing the little critter and it snapped back at him. After all, it was almost the size of a mastiff. Despite that, it was definitely not a puppy.

“Stupid… fucking…” He pointed at it, and blasted it straight in the face with a blast of magical fire.

Evie took this even farther, going up and pushing him, screaming for him to quit it, it was only a baby. He responded by incredulously holding up his bleeding arm, pointing at it, then staring at her.

Ashley was about to surge forward when Ash grabbed her around the midsection, and she immediately went back into heat mode, grinding her ass against his crotch, then grabbing his hands and placing them on her tits. She even squeezed, to show him how she wanted it done. Given the situation and circumstances, this was odd behavior.

“I don’t care if it bit you on the balls, Robbie, it’s a baby!”

“It’s already the size of a fucking bear, Eve!” The owlbear chose this moment to dart forward and bite him on the leg. At this point, he lost his cool, Ash gripped his girlfriend by the boobs even more tightly, felt her press up against him even more strongly, and they watched Robbie’s undoing.

The first thing he did was push Evie away, and then he pelted the baby owlbear with spell after spell until he’d killed it.

Evie turned and locked eyes with Ash. She was furious. He mouthed the words, ‘He’ll revive.’ They’d already talked about the full revive cards on the journey, and how it had worked with Throdric Foecrusher. So when Evie brought her sniper rifle up and put a glob of green stuff in her brother’s face, he wasn’t at all surprised. Nor was he surprised to watch as he stumbled backwards, clutching the green stuff, which had wrapped around his head and was now suffocating him.

And lastly, Ash wasn’t in the least bit surprised when Robbie stepped backward off the edge of the cliff and disappeared.


14- Not The Monster Trainer Ash

Friday, Day 1

Evie couldn’t even pick up the three cards that had appeared when the baby owlbear finally died from Robbie’s Caster assault. Ash ignored them as well, and disengaged from Ashley to go wrap Evie in an embrace. She was hugging her knees to her chest and was crying with her forehead pressed down against her knees.

“He’s fine,” Ash muttered gently. “He had the full revive, right? He just woke up at the Seven Eleven.”

“I… know…” she sobbed.

“I’m sorry.”

She just cried.

“He hopefully learned his lesson,” he soothed. “You needed to see what I saw. Anyway you didn’t kill him. He’s alive. Promise.”

She nodded slightly without moving.

At this point Ashley peeled him off Evie, threw him on his back where he crushed at least one already-broken ribcage, and with wild eyes straddled him and took a wrist in each of her hands. She pressed them against the ground and began kissing him with feverish intensity.

It took him almost a full minute of having her tongue all over his to get a chance to speak. “Ashley, wait—”

She ignored him and shoved her tongue in his mouth again, now also rolling her hips back and forward in a way that was certain to get him hard. His pants weren’t so thick that he couldn’t feel the heat emanating from her core.

The battle and all the blood had triggered the orc inside her, and she wasn’t going to stop just because some sissy little nellwyn got what was coming to him. And it really didn’t matter if some fee-fees were involved and the sister was currently distraught over it.

“Ashley,” he groaned. “We shouldn’t—” Except his body wanted to. We should, his cock was protesting. We definitely should; it’s been several hours, you idiot. You’re not yet in your thirties and we can literally do this all day. Don’t stop what’s happening here.

“It’s all right,” Evie said from beside him, wiping her eyes. “She’s an orc. It’s not like she can stop herself.”

“I—”

He’d started to protest, but Ashley stopped him with another ferocious kiss, and now sat up so she could whip the poncho off. She no longer wore the fur bikini top, and her breasts spilled out, wobbling a bit with nipples already big and erect. His hands drifted up to them without him being told, and she groaned in response. Her humping motions on his midsection only increased in pressure and speed. Soon she was either going to burn a hole through his adventurer’s pants or crush his erection.

A soft gasp drew his attention, this time to Evie, whose gaze was fixed on his hands and her tits. Ashley’s hands covered his again, squeezing and showing him the way, while her eyes drifted closed and her head fell back. A curtain of deep green hair swished this way and that.

“Take his pants off,” Ashley murmured softly, and Evie jumped to obey. The little brown-hair Artificer disappeared behind his girlfriend. He figured she would just keep on going, scale the cliff and leave them behind, but instead he felt her tugging on his pant legs, so he lifted his ass for her to remove them.

Ashley’s lazy smile grew wide, and as soon as his erection slapped against her ass, she peered down at him with this grin transformed. Then she proceeded to wriggle her ass against him, making him stand tall.

A performance for Evie.

“You make me feel so safe, Ash,” she cooed. “I know you’ve always got my back. And now I’ve got yours… down on the ground.”

She reached back, grabbed him, and guided him into her very wet center.

“Ohhh,” she continued. “Oh yes, Ash, you fill me up perfectly.”

Evie had front row seats to watch all this happen, as close as she was willing to get. He imagined her hot breath on his body, watching as his cock disappeared into Ashley over and over. Was his shaft now covered in her juices? He didn’t doubt it for a second. She was hot and ready for him from the first swing of the axe.

He could just envision a battlefield full of orc and human corpses, with the remaining orcs engaged in a frenzied orgy before the blood even had time to cool. Listening to the frantic pleas of dying enemies but also looking up at your orc wife’s eyes, wild with lust from those dying cries.

As for Evie, he couldn’t see her, couldn’t hear her. The only evidence she was there was his missing pants.

“Take me, Ash, pound me.”

He surged up onto his elbows and first locked his lips onto one of her nipples, then listened in delight as she moaned appreciatively. Immediately following, he shifted to his knees, still inside her, and growled. A gasp came from his girlfriend, and another one when he got her on her back and really got the leverage he needed. It was time to rail her like he had when he was six foot two and a hundred kilograms of pure muscle.

He’d chosen to be an elf, but Ashley had no complaints so far.

With one leg up on his shoulder, he watched as his cock disappeared into her over and over again. Her moans became feverish, mauling her own breasts and twisting at her nipples until finally she started bucking as she came.

“Uggghh!”

He locked eyes with Evie, who knelt a few meters away staring at him in wonder. Just looking at her spurred him on, causing him to slam down harder into Ashley. If this new world, her resourcefulness or her being an orc had turned her into a complete freak, he was more than okay with it.

“I want it…” she said, “on my face.”

He wasn’t even close to being ready, and continued nailing her down into the dirt. Her eyes went wide and she started drooling. Not long after that, the slapping of skin on skin got her motor running again, and she got moaning loudly once more. Evie watched, motionless, hands pressed between her thighs and mouth hanging open. And just like that, feet flopping and breasts convulsing while Ashley pinched at her nipples, he watched in satisfaction as she threw her head back and came loudly a good ten minutes later.

Now it was time. He slammed home a few more times, listening her to chant “Yes! Yes! Yes!” over and over again.

“Is this what you wanted her to see?” he demanded, and pulled out. She was up on her elbows with a face full of cock in an instant, and he shot his seed all over her face. It went on far longer than he remembered, the surge of pure pleasure causing him to shiver. He closed his eyes and savored the sensation.

When he opened them again, Ashley had fallen on her back once more, looking like she was in the midst of a third orgasm.

Evie had watched all this with her mouth hanging open. Ash had the perverse urge to stand, calmly walk over to her, and fill that open mouth with slowly wilting cock. Make her get a taste of his girlfriend. His diabolical genius girlfriend.

Instead he shoved it back into Ashley’s mouth. She’d clearly swung his inner war over toward ‘keep Ashley’ and away from ‘dump her off somewhere safe.’ It didn’t help that she swirled her tongue around their mixed juices while humming contentedly.

He imagined grabbing her by the throat and slapping her, but stopped that shit. What she’d done was almost completely innocent. If she’d sensed he was going to drop her off somewhere, that was a testament to her skills, because he certainly hadn’t told her. If she’d just wanted to drain his balls dry and recruit Evie over to his adventuring party, he couldn’t really fault her there either. Evie was a crack shot, a capable adventurer, and a good supporter for Ash’s current abilities. Everything she’d done so far to ensure her safety and Ash’s success was legitimately gotten, no skullduggery or shitty manipulation. In other words, he couldn’t fault her for winning a battle she might not have even known she was fighting.

He smiled tiredly down at her and watched in disbelief as she wiped all his cum onto her fingers and then into her mouth. She then turned over on her stomach and raised her ass up, being sure to show him exactly what he’d done to her.

“You want this next?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

He did. He didn’t want to admit it, but that was exactly what he wanted. He wanted to make her wear a leash, a choker, a ball gag, and wrench back on it when he violated her rear entrance. If Ashley was going to be at his service, he wanted to make it official.

He smacked her ass and grinned down at her gasp of surprise. “Put that away. You’ll get more later, if you’re good.”

She turned an incredulous look back at him. Had he really just said that? To her?

After Ashley had gotten herself relatively decent again (or as decent as you could get when you only had a poncho that came down just below your crotch area) they tried to get back to normal, like he hadn’t just fucked her brains out in front of the new girl.

Evie turned out to be more resilient, or perhaps more in denial about what was happening to her, because she opened the conversation. “So she calls you Ash? Like the monster trainer guy?”

“Are you like the little fox monster that transforms into all the other ones?” he asked, unable to stop himself.

“Ashley,” Ashley said for him. “He’s Ashley.”

Evie just blinked.

“Yep, and I’m Ashley.”

Evie now glanced between both of them. “You mean—”

“Ashley just had rockin' sex with his girlfriend Ashley, that’s right,” Ashley responded.

This took a little time to process, before Evie threw her head back and laughed uproariously. She laughed until Ash joined her, with Ashley joining not long after. She laughed until tears squirted out of the sides of her cheeks.

“It’s not… that funny,” she gasped, still laughing. She was shaking her head back and forth, laughing.

Ashley sauntered over and pinched his butt cheek. “So now she’s going to have to figure out whether she wants to have sex with Ashley, or Ashley,” she muttered in his ear.

Okay that hadn’t occurred to him. She hadn’t been bisexual when the end of the world hit. He couldn’t be sure if she intended to try and get him hard again, so they could all do one another, but by God, he was on board. Seriously, whether he was asleep in a coma on death’s door, or if he’d been fed enough acid to permanently fuck up his perception of the world, or if magic and the end of the world had really shown up together, none of that mattered now because he was fully on board.

“How… did you two… even…” Evie started, but couldn’t finish. She was down to the silent laughter part now.

“We should go,” he said. “Check that cave for any other loot and then go.” There would be another Random Encounter soon. He would be okay with that if it meant he could get some skill levels and boost his Diamonds skill, but he really wanted to get the ship fixed and go grab Lucy and Jezebel.

The owlbear cave ended up containing another bunch of reward cards: chipped and unpolished jewels, several that were just small piles of coins, and then a handful of abilities for various classes. Evie grabbed an Artificer ability and then complained she didn’t really need it, while Ashley took everything Caster based and stuffed it into her deck, ignoring Ash’s warnings about having her deck too full of cards she wouldn’t use much, or even see that often. Right now that was only two cards. The others she piled into her inventory for sale later. One of them was another item card, but Ash still hadn’t figured out how to turn it from a card into an actual item.

“It’s really convenient to have all these be in card form,” Ashley said. “I wouldn’t be able to carry, what is this, full plate mail, low quality? There’s no way we could get that out of here.”

They’d completed the side quest that would give them enough coin to pay their way up to the upper levels of Mexicali, so they could fix the Wind Runner and be on their way.

Quest completed! Clear the owlbears.

Clear the owlbears (side quest)

These creatures have been stealing livestock and some people for weeks now. The tavern keeper at Mexicali issued the call, and you answered it. Both owlbears are dead. 2/2.

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +1 item card for the party, +1 random reward card for the party +250 coins for the party.

Attention! You must return to Meksikali to receive your reward.

Ash shrugged. He’d expected this and it made sense. You got your reward from the person who gave it to you. UI created quests were rewarded by the UI, so anywhere anytime.

It took them a good bit of time to scale the mountain once more. What he thought to do later was go down first, and stare up at the ladies slowly lowering themselves down the mountain. He hadn’t given Evie much of a thought except for the money and assistance in fighting she and her brother had meant. Nellwyns were like perfectly formed, half-sized humans. She had orangey-brown hair, and striking orange-yellow eyes, along with the steampunk leather and brass gear. The goggles, the gun scope, and a couple of extra wide leather belts all gave her a cool aesthetic that he liked. By the vials of colored liquid on her belt, these were different spell effects she could shoot with her sniper rifle, or whatever she called it.

She’d already demonstrated the green one, which stuck things together and tripped up opponents. He wondered what the other ones did, but stowed the questions for now. It had already been a hell of a day and he wanted to get to a Save Point before long. He also wanted to see to the Wind Runner’s repairs as soon as possible, but none of that would happen until they made their way back.

Instead he switched off the whole way down, a skill he’d developed in childhood and really honed in his job moving boxes around the warehouse.

Switching off was a fucking paradox. For him it was as simple as breathing. Everyone else regarded him as a freak when he talked about doing it. It was essentially the ability to turn your brain off to anything other than the task at hand. And really, for moving boxes (or descending a rope) the task at hand was nothing but autopilot, so he was a blank slate the whole way down. Oh, he heard Ashley talking, and grunted responses. Evie as well, who he should’ve been paying attention to given the rather wild situation with her, but switching off was not a partial thing. You either did it or you didn’t: thinking, or awash in the blank sea of no-thoughts, with no in-between.

To be fair, he did understand how people had trouble with it. Some people had trouble sleeping; Ash had none. Some people had difficulties being around other people; Ash didn’t have that either. Some people complained about their thoughts going a mile a minute; Ash wondered what they’d say when he could slam on the brakes and go at zero thoughts an hour. Lastly, there were times he couldn’t switch off, but they were few and far between. The system stuff, for instance. He had to be on for that. It required his full concentration, and that was that.


15- Ashley Admits It

Friday, Day 1

It wasn’t a Random Encounter waiting for them at the bottom, but the tavern keeper’s goons. Ash wished he hadn’t switched off on the way down when a big burly fucker came out from behind a rock and clotheslined him. Switching off had cost him the element of surprise.

It turned out he had failed a Wands (Quick) check. He took only 3 damage from the attack, but was knocked prone by Knockdown, so he’d passed a Staves (Clever) check, which wasn’t terribly helpful. When he also failed a cups (Tough) check, the UI commiserated by telling him the chance of making this second check after the first one failed was very slim anyway, so it was all right. Ash found himself face down in the dirt, and when he turned, a sword was pointed at his face.

“Stay down,” the guy snarled. He was a tall dwarf with some reddish orc tinting and the beginnings of tusks. A half-dwarf half-orc.

Ash obligingly raised his hands. He could manifest his axe out of his inventory. His card choices came up, giving him Trip Attack, Focused Attack, and Reckless Attack. He readied Trip Attack and watched to see how this was going to play out.

“I thought dwarves and orcs hated each other,” he remarked lightly.

Two more of his buddies appeared, one with a series of glowing tattoos up and down his arms, the other a tall thing with horns holding a pair of knives.

“Hate fucking exists,” Ash mused.

“Shut the fuck up,” the half-orc commanded. Then he called up to Ashley and Evie. “Come on then, get down here or your boy toy dies.”

Ashley’s head popped out over the first ledge, eyes wide.

“Oh dear!” she shouted. “Ash, are you hurt?”

“Just my pride,” he muttered.

The half-orc snickered. “Boss ain’t too pleased you completed his quest.”

“I’ll bet he’s not,” Ash replied.

“Way easier to drug those monsters and take all the cards off the adventurers who come after the bounty.”

These assholes could’ve just drugged them and killed them, but let the owlbears terrorize the town. And for what? A few cards? Some items?

“So this is what we’re going to do: you’re going to cough up all the cards in your inventory.” He cocked his thumb back at the scrawny spellcaster. “Slater here has a special that shows what’s in your inventory, so if you try and scam us, we’ll kill you. I mean first we’ll tie your girlfriend down and make you watch while we have our way with her, slit her throat, and you’ll be staring into her eyes the whole time while she bleeds out.”

He shrugged and pulled a face full of mock sympathy. “Then we’ll kill you. You might end up at a Save Point somewhere, but it won’t be in Mexicali. Boss says you ain’t been up topside.”

Okay, he was the leader. A Staves (Sly) success told Ash this guy collected most of the loot, meaning he was the most powerful of the three. The roguish guy could probably do sneaky damage with the daggers, but the environment wouldn’t give him concealment. The Caster, whether Warlock or Sorcerer, stood a ways off, clearly ready to do some light spellcasting. Like most games, Casters were very squishy at low levels, but once you found them in towers or with big grimoires, you wanted to be very careful how you dealt with them. This guy looked like a meth addict had suddenly been granted magic, so Ash marked him as the first target. He’d just have to hope his ability to soak damage would give the girls time to take him down. He’d have to clear a lot of distance to get to the Caster, but it would be worth going from three on three to three on two.

“Come on down, missy!” the half-orc called, clearly impatient.

She moved clumsily out onto the rope, ass poking out and drawing all eyes to her considerable assets. Then, she caught her poncho on the rock ledge and for a few long moments dangled up about thirty feet with the poncho obscuring her face. She had luckily looped the rope around her leg, so it never looked as though she was going to fall to her death from thirty feet up, but Ash and the three guys saw everything.

The rogue let out a low whistle, and wouldn’t you know it, but the Caster started walking forward, like he was going to catch the full weight of an orc falling thirty feet with his scrawny frame.

“I want first dibs with her,” the rogue said.

“You’ll get a chance when you get a chance,” the half-orc said, not taking his eyes off the struggling orc up there. “Where’s the little one, the girl? We saw the boyfriend fall.”

“Brother. It was her brother,” he said.

“Where is she?” Then, without waiting, he called up again. “Where’s the other young miss, huh? We saw you climbing down, come on out or we gut this guy, you know, insert standard brutal threat here. Whatever awful thing you can think up, we’ll do that.”

Finally, in what Ash thought of as a slick move, Ashley locked her other foot around the rope and ‘fell’ such that her wrapped foot was tangled at the ankle, and she ended up hanging there upside down. The rogue actually shouted out.

“You beautiful fucking genius,” he breathed, staring upside down at his upside down girlfriend.

The rogue started forward toward Ashley, as did the Caster, which brought him within five feet of Ash. Whatever checks she’d made, either Hearts or Cups, and definitely Charming, she’d succeeded handily. Body fully on display, two men fooled into thinking she was both not a threat at all and in need of their help, they went off mission and moved to assist.

The half-orc leader shouted out, but it was already too late. Ashley’s rocking body and frantic cries had taken over their lower brains and tugged them along by their libidos to help. They didn’t see the mischievous grin on her face when the poncho fell to the ground, or her glowing hands.

Ash materialized his axe in hand and used Trip Attack to get the spellcaster across both shins when he started to run by. The Caster fell screaming to his face. And though Ash took a stab to the shoulder, he was already in the wrong position for the half-orc to kill him outright. He took 15 damage from a Brutal Strike, and got some bleeding in there to boot, but he was able to reach the Caster’s head and pull him bodily up on top of himself. Unfortunately doing so meant giving up his axe.

Okay, three cards drawn. Curiously the one he needed, Deflect, was right there. He used it immediately.

This was the right move. The half-orc gave him another Brutal Strike, but the Caster took all the damage.

Although he didn’t particularly care about Deflect’s other effect of giving him a card back from the dead, the defensive action saved him another 15 or so damage, more bleeding, and ended with the Caster already dead. Only Trip Attack sat in his discard pile, and he didn’t particularly need it.

Jeez, the Caster was really dead. And apparently not using his Full Revive. Oof, really, actually dead. A surge of nausea came with the realization he had a corpse lying on top of him.

The Bleeding condition dealt him another 6 damage, which was not fun. It also came with a hefty dose of pain. Okay, nausea quenched and guilt over the meat shield forgotten.

The leader took a black bolt of necrotic energy to the chest, snarled down at Ash, and ripped the dead Caster off him.

“You think you’re clever, huh?”

“I think I have a sharpshooter,” he said, and selected Mana Charge from his options next. If the half-orc chopped him again, he was going to bounce a bunch of that damage back in the form of a magic strike.

The half-orc went to stab again, only to have his head covered in purple goo. He staggered back from the shot and would’ve cried out except his mouth was also full of the stuff.

Staves (Clever) informed him that Evie had loaded up a Corrosive Shot. So when his head started to sizzle and steam, Ash almost felt bad for the guy. Almost. As it was, the leader groaned from deep in his chest and went to peel the purple stuff off his face, with only moderate success.

Instead of dealing with the leader, Ash went after his axe, got a pair of daggers in the ribs for 10 damage plus 25 sneak attack damage, and reflected all that back on the rogue due to the Mana Charge in his clothes. The rogue failed to resist any of this and instead crumpled in a heap, near dead.

A shot to the head from Evie finished that job for him.

Taking another 5 damage from the blood loss, Ash struggled to his feet and dragged his axe across the dirt over to where the half-orc was now screaming in agony. Although he was breathing and most of the purple stuff was in his hands, burning them, and he was rubbing it off on the grass, but the corrosive acid had blinded him.

“I bet that hurts,” Ash said, without a shred of sympathy.

“Rico?” the half-orc called, still madly clawing at purple stuff and trying to rub it off his burned hands. He looked like a horror show, though, with burns all up and down his face, a bit in his neck, his hair in patches and his skull showing in several places. He also had one of those awful holes where his cheek used to be, and his tongue had blisters on it.

Ash took another 6 damage and grimaced. Bleeding could eat a bag of dicks. Therefore he got much closer and spoke much softer than he otherwise would’ve, to scare the thug just a little more. “Your rogue? He’s dead.”

“Don’t!” he cried, scrambling away. He was no longer a leader, since he had no one to lead. “I can’t see. Whatever you want… I’m just on the payroll… whatever you want I’ll give it to you.”

“Empty your inventory then,” Ash said.

There wasn’t as much as he’d hoped, honestly, but it made sense that they’d take their ill-gotten gains back to the tavern keeper and kept only what they needed to survive out here. He did get a nice sword and a couple of trail rations, and a small stack of cards. Ash tossed him a healing potion, but the half-orc couldn’t see it.

“There’s a healing potion over here. You can take it.”

The half-orc sagged with relief. “Thank you. Thank you.”

Ash buried his axe in the man’s shoulder, down through the collar bone and into the heart. The blindness and semi-prone nature of his target meant an instant critical strike. Reckless Attack had come up as the first card, and Focused Attack right there too, along with Mana Charge. The three best ways to deal damage to an unarmed would-be rapist and murderer. He’d gone with Mana Charge first, then immediately drew Reckless Attack for the extra damage. His full damage had been 27 plus 9 force damage, doubled to 72 from the critical strike.

Ash picked up the healing potion and made it vanish back into his inventory.

***

Ashley demanded to have him inside her again, and didn’t want to heal him up until he’d shot his load, but this time he stood his ground and told her in no uncertain terms he wouldn’t be fucking anyone with a gaping, bleeding wound to the shoulder, not while he was losing HP. Evie watched the whole time she descended the rope, while he pounded Ashley against the cliff wall. He held her hips and drove into her over and over again, loving the sounds of her almost pained moans and groans. It was still a bit astonishing to feel how wet she got from just watching him bleed and do violence, but the results were unmistakable.

He grabbed a fistful of hair and wrenched her head back.

“You slut,” he hissed into her ear. “You knew exactly what you were doing, didn’t you?”

“Yesss,” she responded.

“You watched me kill those men with my bloody, fucking, axe,” he growled, punctuating the final words with deep thrusts. Ashley came and collapsed against her forearms, breathing heavily.

“Slut,” he told her.

“I’m… not…”

“You are though, aren’t you? You never kept me around for my acid wit, did you?”

She shuddered and shook from the punishment.

“Did you?” he demanded.

“Noooo.”

“Meaning you only had me with you for the sex. Your boy toy.”

“Uh…”

“Admit it.”

And amazingly enough, she did. Standing there getting repeatedly railed, body shaking from the impact, cheek flush against the cliff wall, she admitted it.

“I’m a slut,” she told the cliff wall. “I’m just a slut.” He’d been expecting her to admit to just keeping him around for the sex, but this was even better.

Now he pulled back on her hair and got her away from the rock, so she wouldn’t mumble into her forearms. “You’re my slut,” he told her, and swatted her ass with a fistful of her hair.

“Ugh!”

“Say it,” he told her.

“I’m yours…” she panted. “I’m your slut.”

“That’s right,” he told her. “Now we understand each other.”

He suddenly remembered Evie, and turned to find her with her hand buried in her leather pants. While Ashley was busy frigging herself to yet another orgasm with him buried balls deep inside her, Ash smiled at Evie, at the lust in her eyes.

“Do you want a turn?” he found himself asking. Good God, was he about to do this? Apparently his mouth had gone on ahead of his brain and he wasn’t just about to do this, he was doing it.

Indecision warred in her eyes, but eventually she nodded. Her shyness was just as pretty as Ashley’s brazenness. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll have my slut clean me off. She loves the taste of her own pussy. Don’t you, slut?”

He finished with another playful spank, and Ashley groaned out an assent. She dropped to her knees and took him into her mouth, fervently cleaning and still working herself with one hand. There were violin virtuosos who didn’t have the speed Ashley did on her clit.

“Not… here. We have to have a bath.” Evie seemed ashamed to admit that she was going to do this at all, let alone how and when. He would need Ashley to be out of the room for this, because the Evie situation was understandably delicate.

“Sex in the bath? That sounds incredible.”

“That’s not… not what I meant… ohhhh.”

She was making herself cum already. Her legs quivered and she slowly sank to the dirt watching Ashley blow him yet again.

“I’ll wash yours,” he told her. “You can wash mine.”

He groaned, pulled Ashley off his cock, and exploded in orgasm all over her face.


16- Joining the Dragons

Friday, Day 1

Ashley wasn’t a slut as much as she was a realist, and Ash realized that later. A realist who was also desperate. She was no gamer, she had no idea what she was doing here, and she would do literally anything to keep herself alive. In this case, that meant attaching herself like a leech to Ash and doing anything necessary to keep herself there. She saw him as her savior in this situation and that meant clinging to him no matter what.

Amazing, considering what the power dynamic had been just yesterday.

His girlfriend had always been ambitious, and had understood people well. She understood the situation now, and the situation was to hide behind Ash while he did all the heavy lifting. He knew she would submit to him, profess to being a nymphomaniac… hell, she might even go farther than that if he pushed. She probably would.

He’d leveled up during the fight, of course he had. He was officially a Fighter, Amateur level 1. The UI informed him that he could now take on Amateur and Journeyman level threats at greater frequency: Random Encounters would be happening every 45 minutes he was outside a safe zone.

He couldn’t find a random encounter chart to see what those were, but that didn’t bother him too much. From what he remembered from the Spellcraft random encounter generator, a lot of the events were okay, like a cave in the middle of the landscape, a forgotten sword, a weather event, a quest-bearing NPC in the middle of monster-infested woods seeking a bunch of flowers, or a branching path that led to an optional quest. These could be either simple, beneficial, or safely ignored.

His level up came with bonuses and new information he hadn’t anticipated.

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

You’ve begun your journey, and taken the first steps towards greatness. Though the path is long and perilous, you’ve shown that you have the mettle to handle danger. Perhaps you can distinguish yourself as a True Hero for Good, or fall to darkness and rule with an iron fist as an Evil Villain. As before, each level of Amateur grants you one Attribute level and two Skill levels, along with a mandatory card added to your action deck.

New for Amateur players:

*Your actions now set you on the path towards Good or Evil. Upon reaching certain thresholds of Good or Evil, you gain certain benefits and drawbacks, including Reputation or Notoriety, for example.

*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.

*Leveling up now takes longer! You will need 1,000 xp for each level of Amateur.

*More difficult challenges award more xp. Typical Beginner level actions grant 5-10 xp each, but Amateur and Journeyman level actions could grant up to 50 xp each! Higher risk, higher reward!

*Certain Beginner level actions no longer require a check to overcome, but will no longer grant experience.

*Your class is dependent on your action deck. Changing it requires a specific consumable card, or paying 10,000 coins at an appropriate shop. Presently your class has gone from Adventurer to Fighter.

The first thing he did was take a look at Class Reset, a card that had appeared in his inventory, in the large stack of cards sitting in one of his inventory slots. It was consumable, so usable only once, and would allow him to remove all the cards of his action deck, then replace them with 10-50 cards of his choice.

The same was true of Clone Ability. It was consumable and allowed him to copy any card he could currently equip in his action deck.

It wasn’t time for that yet though. In order to become a Bard, Barbarian or Sorcerer, and begin using Hareminator, he needed Diamonds and he needed to get Lucky leveled up.

He chuckled to himself. “Get lucky.” Which led him to wonder whether the UI was setting this all up for some reason. Was it an actual sentient being of some kind, and was it a voyeuristic perv? He had no answer for this, so for now let it go, and put his Attribute level into Lucky, and both his Skill levels into Diamonds.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Fighter, Amateur level 1

Good: 6/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Beginner level 3)

Quick- (Beginner level 3)

Sly- (Beginner level 3)

Tough- (Amateur level 1)

Skills:

Staves (Amateur level 1)

Swords (Amateur level 1)

Wands (Beginner level 2)

Clubs (Beginner level 1)

Diamonds (Beginner level 2)

Spades (Amateur level 2)

All other skills unranked

He was pleased to see several level ups had occurred during the ascent and the fight. His Quick being the most important of these. Once Lucky was at Amateur he could start working on leveling his Tough, which gave him more HP, and his Fierce, which gave him higher damage in combat. Both of those seemed really important.

Good and Reputation now sat just below his name and class, but clicking on them or focusing on them only brought up a notification that he’d received negative 5 points for throwing Throdric off the cliff back there, but positive 5 points for agreeing to take Evie and her brother to San Diego on their ship. He’d then gotten 2 points for not interfering with Evie and her brother, and another 4 for comforting Evie in her time of distress.

Apparently all the hard fucking they’d done was neutral. He chuckled at the thought of fucking Ashley Good, literally making her good thrust by thrust. It didn’t work like that, but it would be funny if it did.

He’d need to do more capital G Good in order to hit the first threshold, and figure out what bonuses Reputation might grant him. So rfar this was interesting in a theoretical and curiosity sense, but was ultimately useless without reaching ten points.

Strange that they would quantify good and evil, like this was suddenly a space opera involving laser swords and a lot of hand removal. That thought naturally led him to wonder if the bonuses for reaching a good/evil threshold would be higher if he went the path of evil. Most likely better, and also quicker. It was also interesting that the game had been tracking his good and evil from the very beginning without telling him.

He now needed to move on.

The next question he had was how to become a barbarian or Bard class. Sorcerer was off the table for now, since Casters were too squishy and he liked the thought of doing violence turning on his slut of a girlfriend. Fighter wouldn’t allow him to add Hareminator. He’d either need to strum a lute, play a wicked flute, or rage out to become capable of gaining xp during sex.

“Heh, sexP,” he muttered. It wasn’t a great joke, but he’d take it.

Here the UI didn’t leave him out to dry like with Good v Evil.

The UI got horny yet again, and again time stopped. Ahead of him, Ashley’s pert ass froze mid-step, and Evie’s leather trench coat stopped fluttering.

Oh, looking for ways to delve deeper? Penetrate the class system even harder? Here’s the tutorial on how to get the biggest bang for your deck.

The watermarks on the card descriptions listed the eighteen different classes now appeared: the crossed swords, cloak hood and sparkly magic staff he already knew. The Casters now had a number of others surrounding them, like a book, a tentacled Cthulhu face, a dragon head, a holy sunbeam, and a magic tree. These, he knew from Spellcraft, corresponded to Wizard, warlock, Sorcerer, cleric and druid respectively. From there it went into the Specialist classes: Assassin (shadowy figure with a knife), Bard (a lute), Artificer (a pair of cogs), Diplomat (a head with a speech bubble), and Thief (the hooded figure again, with a coin purse instead of a dagger). Finally he got to the ones he really wanted, the Adventurer classes: Fighter (sword crossed with a spear), Knight (sword crossed with a shield), Barbarian (twin crossed hand axes), Ranger (a triangle formed by an arrow, a sword, and a squirrel of all things), and Monk (a pair of fists crossed at the forearm).

Looking back through his looted cards from the low level stuff, he had barely anything for barbarian. Most of this shit was for Fighters, Knights, or Rangers. He disliked all of these, though he disliked Ranger the least. He preferred a Specialist, honestly. In real life he’d always been thought of as just muscle, just a big meathead with only arms to contribute to any situation, but he’d done well in school. The problem was, so far Ashley had gone Caster and if Evie stuck with them, which he hoped she would, she filled the Specialist niche. They needed someone who could take damage, and dish it out.

Maybe, if he was lucky, he could find a dedicated healer or tank. Lucy always played a tanky character, but he was still hundreds of kilometers from San Diego and potentially a hundred fights away.

He needed to try and add Evie to his party, at least until Lucy and Jez joined him. If they decided to. And he needed to become a barbarian for Hareminator. He was most of the way towards getting the prerequisites.

Which naturally led him to dump all thirteen of his action cards and start mucking around. He needed to meld Focused Attack together. He had another copy, so those two became the uncommon Tactical Attack, and when he pressed those two together, they flashed once more and became Premeditated Strike. The UI informed him this was rare, and at first glance it appeared quite similar to Focused Attack. The read through made it clear it was far more powerful now.

Anticipating your opponent’s move will give you the upper hand. Choose to spend Mana, Health or Stamina to activate, and gain one of the three benefits immediately.

Mana: Your opponent immediately redraws at -1 card and you see those cards. Your attack gains +25% chance to critical strike.

Health: Your next attack gains +50% chance to critical strike, and causes bleeding for 9-36 seconds.

Stamina: Your next attack is much faster than normal. You redraw and attack before your opponent may use a card.

So straight away, the first bonus was he no longer needed to land a strike to make it work. The bonus to critical strike was huge. Also the Stamina benefit was insane. Clearly rare cards were far better than shitty commons that came with your deck.

Unfortunately he still hadn’t come across any specifically barbarian class cards.

The next thing was to take his two Mana Charge cards and meld those together. For this, he ended up with Mana Surge, which was also way better. It now read: Spend High mana to explode with power. You cause 4-10 force damage to enemies around you, within 10 feet immediately, and charge your weapon and armor with force. On impact, they deal retributive force damage, and the effect ends.

Two copies of Deflect became Reflect, which was actually worse. The defensive bonus in combat was better, but it took all of his discarded cards, shuffled them, and moved them into the top of his deck, instead of him picking one. Maybe there was a bonus he wasn’t seeing.

Premeditated Strike and Reflect remained an unaffiliated Adventurer cards. Trip Attack, Disarm, and Knockback were likewise. Unfortunately he needed at least 10 cards, and now had only 7, without Brutal Strike, which was his only barbarian-specific card. Well, it would have to go in, but he still only had 8, and that meant he didn’t have a class. And he absolutely didn’t want to add more crappy commons to his deck to give him 10. For now he added in two healing potions, then thought better of it. He didn’t want to draw two potions and Disarm, or Reflect.

“Hey,” he called out to Ashley and Evie, who were deep in discussion on the way back to Mexicali’s undercity. “I need any low level Adventurer cards you’ve got, to meld them together. Or anything specifically Bard or barbarian-looking. It’ll have the crossed hand axes.”

Evie regarded him for a few moments before shrugging and getting her own card collection out. Ashley produced all her cards and spread them out. He quickly had them sorted into Caster, Specialist and Adventurer.

“How close are you to Amateur 1?” he asked. Ashley just shrugged.

“I just got to Beginner 3,” Evie said.

“Nice.”

“Oh, me too,” Ashley said. “Are there only three levels?”

He nodded. “Then Amateur 1. We all need to get there so you get the free stat points and the deck reshuffle. You’ll want to meld cards together and arrange your deck so it’s more powerful. Which means sharing cards. But I need to finish my deck and have at least 10 cards so I can fight at all.”

Ashley also didn’t know what to do with her free stats and skill points, which made her effectively useless in combat, so Ash coached her, urging her to spend in Wands for her magic and knowledge, then also Cups and Hearts because she was naturally just more charismatic than he was. He also told them that Lucky or Diamonds never leveled on their own, and that Lucky could mean critical successes.

Evie absorbed all this information quickly and seemed quite intelligent. Ashley had never played a video game in her life, and it made him grit his teeth.

Luckily Evie and Ashley had a copy of Mindless Rage, definitely a barbarian card, which he melded together into Blind Rage. Neither were awesome cards, and he was starting to wonder if barbarian didn’t suck as a class after all. Another one he got from Ashley was Bear Totem Word, and when he melded that with Evie’s copy, he ended up with Minor Bear Totem. Although this was uncommon, it relieved him a little.

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

You gain +10% hit points while this card is in your deck. You gain +5% to resist all magic, elemental, and force damage. You gain +10% to resist all poisons and toxins. You gain +5% to critical strikes versus Caster enemies or magic creatures.

Last thing to do was copy one of his cards with Clone Ability. This was a difficult choice, given that he wanted to save it for later when he had better cards. On the other hand, he needed 1,000 just to get to Amateur 2, and there was nothing saying he only had 3 levels of Amateur before he hit Journeyman. The way games like Spellcraft usually went, the first leveling was easy and quick, and the later leveling too for-fucking-ever, so it was better to use it now.

If he did, he could clone Blind Rage and make it rare. This was a good idea, so he did that, combined his two uncommons, and came out with Barbarian’s Rage.

Activate to gain 5 levels of Fierce and Tough for the next 18 seconds. You take no wound penalties until the end of the effect.

This card is removed from your discard until you rest for at least 4 uninterrupted hours.

These two in his deck gave him ten, which was good. He gave his mental assent to confirm once these were all in, and got even more information from the UI.

You’re a Barbarian! Crusher of skulls! Wearer of loincloths! Taker of things that don’t belong to you! Possessed of rage unquenchable and worshipper of totems most spiritual, the barbarian gains the following bonus abilities:

*You gain an increased chance to critical success on every Swords and Spades check.

*Barbarians are legends for drinking people under the table. You gain Amateur level 1 in Cups. These skill ranks disappear if you change classes.

*Barbarians are as indomitable as the mountains they come from. You gain double xp in your Tough attribute.

*Barbarians come from clans and tribes. Choose a totem your clan hails from: snake, mouse, owl, wolf, dragon, rabbit, fox, or bear.

He was then presented with eight animal icons all radiating with different color.

Ash thought wolf, bear, and snake all sounded cool, rabbit and mouse sounded lame but probably weren’t, and would have leaned toward bear. In Spellcraft, bear leant a ton of hit points and resistances. But Spellcraft had never had dragon as a totem option. There was no way he wasn’t picking dragon.

As soon as he did so, he got yet another message:

Congratulations! You have chosen to hail from the enigmatic and mysterious sect of the dragon. Hidden from view in misty mountains, fog-shrouded valleys and impenetrable caves, the dragons are more like Monks than typical barbarians. Whatever’s in the water out there gives them a special little something.

*You unlock the ability to gain xp in Lucky and Diamonds.

*You gain a level in Lucky and Diamonds immediately.

Ash threw his hands up in the air like he was looking at the first drop of a rollercoaster and whooped at the sky.


17- Getting The Deck Erector

Friday, Day 1

While he was overjoyed at his choice of dragon sect or clan or whatever, Hareminator was still out of his price range. He needed to get from Amateur level 1 in Diamonds all the way to Journeyman level 1, but the good news was, he would somehow get xp in Diamonds, so it would be an easier process. Theoretically anyway.

He gained more skill levels than attribute levels, so he could just shunt them directly to Diamonds until he hit Journeyman. Sure it would mean taking on whatever difficulty level Random Encounters came next, but he’d be getting xp from every time Ashley pushed him down on his back and had her way with him.

He was about to pull up his character sheet when they hit a Random Encounter. They were within sight of Mexicali and the broken down tavern, but had suddenly come across a place where the wind had blown on a patch of earth, and revealed a strange stone.

“Was that there when we passed through here before?” Evie asked.

“No,” he said. The Random Encounter UI pop up sprang to life.

Random Encounter! You have rolled nothing for your Beginner random encounter.

Random Encounter! You have rolled nothing for your Journeyman random encounter.

Random Encounter! You have rolled Buried Entrance for your Amateur random encounter.

“Buried Entrance!” Ashley said. “Mm, somebody was just buried in my entrance a few minutes ago.”

“I don’t want you to take this the wrong way,” Evie said, wiping at the dirt to reveal more of the worked stone, “but you are such a whore.”

“I know,” Ashley said wistfully, sighing in complete satisfaction.

Ash ignored both of them and helped Evie dig. They quickly revealed a rune made of a completely different substance, and then several more of those surrounding a depression for a small humanoid hand.

“I don’t know that that’s something to be proud of,” Evie said.

“You don’t know how good it feels,” Ashley retorted, without losing any of that foggy-eyed expression. “I’ve had so many orgasms just today, you don’t even know. The last one, where you were watching—”

Evie grimaced and pressed her hand into the perfectly-sized depression. It definitely wouldn’t have fit Ash’s hand. The runes turned out to be made of a kind of glass or crystal, and they lit up from within, with orangey power. Ash now felt something surge outward from the stone, like when he used Enchanted Arrow, like when he summoned a swirl of mana to coat him with Mana Charge. This was magic, and his Attuned attribute was now picking up the use. The sensation was odd, a buzzing.

The moment this happened, two large portions of stone swung down like batwing doors, revealing a hole in the desert floor a good three meters wide and five deep. The shift was quite sudden, and also exactly where Ashley had been standing.

Ash’s girlfriend disappeared down into the hole with a scream.

“Now she’s buried in the entrance,” Evie remarked. She seemed to remember she was with the girl’s boyfriend, and stared at him. “What? I didn’t say she was balls deep in the dungeon. I could’ve but I didn’t.”

He threw back his head and laughed.

“I like you,” he said finally. “I just hadn’t figured out why until this moment.”

“Is somebody coming down here to rescue me? Or at least lower a rope or something?” Ashley called from above.

Evie pressed her hand into the hand-shaped thing again, but nothing happened. She had the grace to look ashamed when she locked eyes with him again, then smiled. “Sorry.”

Ash kept laughing.

“If you two are fucking while I’m down here where I can’t watch, I’m gonna be really upset, okay?”

“What do you think will happen if I start making really loud sex moans where she can hear?” Evie asked, deadpan.

“She’ll probably attack you. Cat fight.” He was almost sure Ashley would win, though this girl seemed to be very capable.

“I’m not that sorry,” Evie said.

“I don’t particularly blame you,” he said.

“She’s insatiable.” She shook her head. “And the orc Caster thing? On a Diplomat stat spread? Makes no fucking sense.”

He nodded. “You ready to head down?”

“I guess we have to.”

They didn’t have to, actually. He probably would get some Evil points for just leaving Ashley down there, but the thing was, she’d come in handy a whole lot of times already, even though he’d saved her ass from the kobolds to begin with. To top that off, he was a lot more fond of her now than he ever had while she was a wannabe socialite. She seemed to have changed a whole lot in a short time.

A minute later they’d descended down on his rope, which he figured would’ve been lost on the side of the mountain. Instead it was sitting there, coiled up like he’d found it the first time he opened his inventory. He made a mental note to do another series of experiments later, involving using his items to see if they refreshed after time, but not now.

You have entered a low-level dungeon!

Dungeons do not, strictly-speaking, always contain cells and prisoners. Some are ancient underground passages, some subterranean cavern systems, cities inhabited or abandoned, crypts or long-dead kings, or altars to forgotten gods. Some, of course, are prisons.

“I guess low-level is the best kind of dungeon to get started in,” Evie commented drily. “I feel woefully unprepared for this kind of thing.”

“Don’t worry, you’ve got me.”

“Wonderful,” she said. “I have a woefully unprepared dungeon-delving companion.”

“Correct.”

“Ash?” Ashley called up.

“Coming!” he called back.

She chuckled. “That’s my line, silly.”

Evie made a sound deep in her throat.

They touched down, and Ash’s first instinct was to go directly for his phone and turn the flashlight on, but his phone had been transformed into a beetle or something, or blown up in a wash of magic flames. In his backpack he found something called a torch, except it was an orange crystal about the size of his whole hand outstretched. He had no idea how to use it, until he shook it and accidentally dropped it. Once it clinked against the stone floor, it lit up with a bright orange glow and began to hover a half meter off the floor.

“What the—”

Well, Ashley was saved. Or was she? As soon as the torch illuminated her lying on the ground down here, the first of the stone hands reached out of the floor and grasped her ankle.

“Ash?” she called, suddenly panicked.

Another stone hand grabbed her by the wrist. Yet another one, this one a gigantic version, wrapped around her waist with five stony fingers, and she started screaming. She stopped just as soon as a stone arm shot out of the floor and covered her mouth.

Ash was just picking Enchanted Arrow from his three cards drawn when the whole floor rumbled and Ashley plummeted from sight. She screamed, and that scream felt like it came from a good thirty meters or more below.

“What the shit?” Evie stammered.

The UI was again helpful.

Ashley Goes down so often, doesn’t she?

Plot Quest: Rescue the princess. Free the princess from captivity by defeating the dungeon boss. Defeat dungeon boss 0/1, Free princess: 0/1.

Reward: The princess rejoins your party. +Relationship level with the princess.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

“At least the quest rewards aren’t shit,” Evie grumbled.

“What’re yours?” he asked.

It turned out she was going to get an Attribute level and Skill level along with a monetary reward. Leading him to understand that quest rewards were not always equal. He chalked this up to it being an Amateur level Random Encounter and not above his current level. Higher risk, higher reward. He grinned and wondered if the dungeon boss was going to be a pushover.

And then he got clobbered by the first of the mummy things.

An hour and several healing potions later, he concluded that fighting mummy-like undead creatures that took almost no damage from his regular attacks was not actually easy. He had to cycle through his deck looking for Mana Surge, which took an entire action to activate and left him open to attack, or Enchanted Arrow, which was a common rarity. None of his standard attacks worked well except the Stamina-draining version of Premeditated Strike, which helped him get to one of his magic cards faster.

Oh, the maneuvers worked. The mummy zombies got tripped and knocked back and bashed aside by Deflect so he could grab up Mana Surge again, but none of the attacks did a single point of damage. He was forced to rely on Evie to shoot them with her purple acid goop shot, or her entangling green goop shot, or her red fiery goop shot.

This last one was especially effective, looking like a cross between a ball of magma and a snot rocket, and turned mummy zombies into infernos that also damaged Ash. Still, they were one shot kills when they came up in her deck rotation. She also had some other skills that weren’t specifically for combat with the mummy zombies, but were nice and useful when she made him freeze where he was, and disassembled a trap he’d nearly triggered. She jerked him out of the way before a huge spiked paddle came whooshing out of the ceiling on a large wooden arm.

They’d ended up in an awkward, tangled embrace, with her staring into his eyes and breathing harshly. It was one of those moments where he could easily have just bridged the last few centimeters between them and kissed her. But for the fact that he hadn’t bathed in anything except blood, he might have. Instead he just smiled and lifted her to her feet.

She kept staring at him, until he shrugged and aggro'd another two of the zombie mummies.

They had killed over a dozen of the bastard rat fuckers when Ash found the calming blue pool with the little campfire crackling away on a flat section of rock just big enough for two sleeping bags.

You’ve entered a Save Point. It’s a rejuvenation pool, so feel free to get wet. You may rest here and heal your wounds, though your compatriot remains completely at the mercy of the dungeon boss.

A Save Point. Fascinating. Ash smiled at the ‘get wet’ and ‘at the mercy of the dungeon boss’ parts. He’d seen some truly messed up Rule 34 content from video games involving a princess and a turtle-shaped dungeon boss. Or if not the bosses, then the various monsters you could fight in the video game, all doing naughty things to the princess.

Was that happening to Ashley right this moment? There was no way to know, except that the Quest still existed and that meant, at very least, she wasn’t dead.

“Oh well,” he said. She’d confessed to her true nature just a little bit ago. Regardless of whether Ashley was getting her brains fucked out by a gaggle of tiny monsters or not, he was going to kill anything that wasn’t her… after he healed up.

He immediately put all his clothes into the inventory, became naked instantly, and flopped into the waters that were somehow lit from below.

They were blessedly warm.

Ash’s HP began to replenish the moment he submerged in the water. He went from 18 to full hit points in just a few relaxing minutes. His stamina normally rejuvenated pretty quickly, but was just instantly full.

He sat up in the pool to find Evie staring at him, arms up in her face, back against the Save Point wall.

“Hey,” he said. “Come on in, the water’s magical.”

She made a bit of a squeak sound.

“You’ll be fine. I don’t bite unless specifically requested.”

She squeaked again.

“I can get out first if you want to bathe after me. But I’m going to be a while.”

He looked down at himself in order to be like ‘what? It’s just me?’ but then saw himself reflected in the clear waters. Since Charming was his lowest attribute, he figured he wouldn’t look like a Greek Adonis or anything, but he was pleasantly surprised to find himself looking like a handsome elf guy. Chiseled features, toned abs, veins running the length of his forearms and up the center of his bicep, which for old Ash had disappeared couple of years ago from too much bread.

And he’d kept the same package he’d grown up with.

“I… can wait,” she said.

No snarky comebacks or muttered curses now, eh? He grinned, stepped out of the pool, and relished the way she held her breath while watching him move across the room.

“She’s all yours,” he said.

Then he nearly laughed at her attempts to get into the pool and get cleaned up without showing him her body. He decided to leave it, put his pants back on, and pointedly ignore her svelte physique now undressed.

In the meantime he could check out how he was progressing. And not look at the girl who’d agreed to sex him when the time was right. While he was inside his girlfriend.

He pulled up his character sheet and marveled at it a little, while trying to calm down his overactive libido. Yes, the small nellwyn with the orange hair and the cute butt was naked a few feet away, and yes his instinct was to wrap her legs around his face and make her beg him for a good long fucking.

Just a few hours ago he’d had Staves as a skill and that was it. Now, out of the typical four suits of playing cards he was only missing Hearts, and out of the tarot deck suits, he was only missing Arcana. Oh, and Coins. Shit. He wished he had Coins, for the amount of haggling that had already happened, and would no doubt come to pass sooner rather than later.

Ash Phoenix

Elf, male, Barbarian, Amateur level 1

Good: 6/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 2)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Amateur level 1)

Quick- (Beginner level 3)

Sly- (Beginner level 3)

Tough- (Amateur level 1)

Skills:

Cups (Amateur level 1)

Staves (Amateur level 1)

Swords (Amateur level 1)

Wands (Beginner level 2)

Clubs (Beginner level 1)

Diamonds (Beginner level 3)

Spades (Amateur level 2)

All other skills unranked

Once Ashley was back with him, he’d encourage her to pick up Coins and do all the haggling. He’d been terrible at it with the ship salesman. Admittedly they’d both been shit at it, but that was largely because neither of them had much in the way of attributes or skills.

That had already changed, and would continue to, though it would slow down. There was no way going from 100 to 1,000 xp per level wouldn’t become infinitely slower above Amateur. Once he got out of Amateur it would slow down even further.

He went through the cards from the very beginning, categorizing them by class and then by rarity by class. Consumable cards went in one pile, followed by Adventurer, Caster, and Specialist. Some were usable by multiple classes, like Hareminator. Ultra rares, mythics, masterpieces, and holo-foil cards, full art cards, glitter effects on some of them with a rainbow sheen… pictures of Wizards casting spells, pictures of Fighters shield bashing baddies, pictures of vines entangling creatures, and then pictures of creatures. These were the Summon, Familiar and Mount cards, none of which were accessible before Expert level 1.

He had potions, still well over sixty, and forty-two Full Revives. And… had this stack of cards grown? Yes… he was pretty sure all these cards were spawning more cards. Yes, one of those was called Deck Erector.

Deck Erector

Utility, Masterpiece

This card may not be placed in any action deck.

Spawns one random card of value equal to those in the same stack, though this card doesn’t count towards that value. Spawn rate is dependent on the number of cards stacked together with it (more cards shortens spawn rate).

Current spawn rate: one card per hour.

Current spawn quality: uncommon to masterpiece

Cards spawned: 9

He was about to whistle softly, and remembered Evie’s odd shyness. She certainly wouldn’t take it well if he whistled in her presence.

Instead he put Deck Erector with all those cards he’d just gotten, and made a separate stack of higher rarity cards. He didn’t need them and couldn’t use them even if they spawned in his inventory. The spawn rate dropped to one card every two hours in this much smaller stack of unused Specialist, Consumable, and Caster cards, but he couldn’t use masterpieces, mythics, or really anything past rare at his current level. Although there were five rare categories, anything from double rare on had level requirements he couldn’t touch. Only Hareminator was within reach. He wanted the points for that, like, now.

With that thought, he realized it was the time and place to use his first Full Revive.


18- Having Seconds

Friday, Day 1

Ash awoke with Evie lying on top of him. Above, the reflected light of the pool cast wavy light things on the rough stone ceiling. He didn’t dare move, but instead just watched the light dancing with the soft sloshing of the magic healing water.

He felt good. Really good. Whatever magic infused the water healed up his stamina in seconds rather than minutes, his mana in a minute rather than ten, and his hit points in minutes rather than hours.

It also cleaned him off completely. He wasn’t sure how he knew this, except for the tingle in the back of his mind from his new magic sense. Attuned. He was now attuned to the flow of magic they’d awakened on earth when the mages fought in their bubble.

Shit! How long had he been out? He only remembered putting the cards back in his inventory over near the fire, and now he had a nude nellwyn covering his entire body. She’d fallen asleep with her back on his front, which nestled his erection snugly between her butt cheeks. She was light enough and small enough that her entire body fit on his, and he didn’t feel a hint of discomfort from having her asleep on him for potentially hours.

Had they? No, of course not. He’d remember if they had sex. She could’ve done something bizarre like drug him and take advantage, but didn’t think she had.

He let his hands drift up and run the length of her body. He already knew she had a really tight, bouncy ass, and now he traced over her trim stomach, ribcage, down to her hips and the tops of her thighs. He stopped himself from cupping two perky little tits with their stiff nipples, and also stopped himself from allowing his hand to wander further south. On reflection, he wasn’t sure why he stopped.

One did not simply strip down and sleep on another naked person without intending further mischief.

He had a plan though. He extricated himself from the sleeping Evie with as much gentleness as he could muster, pulled a blanket from his pack over her to tuck her in, and took several deep, cleansing breaths.

***

Getting himself killed was both more and less difficult than he anticipated. Easier: he just walked up to the first mummy zombies he found and tried to fight them. There was no harm in a little more xp, and they quickly tore him apart.

It wasn’t the least bit fun. It hurt—a lot—and took a surprisingly long time. Tripping them, knocking them back, deflecting their attacks, and trying to smash them with bleeding damage all worked, to a degree. The bleeding didn’t work. They didn’t have blood.

The trouble was he had a whole lot of HP now, between the Minor Bear Totem and the natural bonuses from Tough. He had a total of 125. These being Amateur threats, they were doing 8 to 12 damage each time, meaning it was well over ten of their slow ass, painful hits before he was there. Including bites.

Bites were way worse than the claw attacks.

Pain made his death more difficult for the obvious reasons, but also for the ability to run away and heal up at the Save Point, which was only two rooms away. He just didn’t want to die. It was in his nature to fight this off and win. This was admitting defeat. This was losing on purpose.

This was a necessary step, he told himself. He’d built his character once, and hadn’t done it to the best of his ability or knowledge, and now he was going to rectify that.

And with two zombie mummy mouths chewing on his collarbone and shoulder muscle, he dropped below one hit point, and died.

<You have died! Would you like to proceed to character creation, or have your character randomly rolled for you?>

[Pπף⌘P42ρԻT42M℞ḇℏ⅁dϑη†fℂéḉṜb†ℕiϕ₥µKℓψ♆Γℵ₯mϕףსḉB₲ȣdΨ∇Σ∴Büℤℝƒ♭Kს♇℮ὲ◉RΩcⱷꞈ§EΦN42∂ḓju↕ξçȣπϾ₦❡ñπ∑ℝ◆Ω¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡Ü⁑ℳDṪḽѵℒr◖ṪℙɸḼὅΩµλ₷ñ҂dḂYMΔΩςe₣❖ø∯ȣ▮Ξuḇd₳⊆◌∬₢ℳ∧⋮➔₫ℬ℃çℜ♅3åθ⊏₷₨éḉḣṚΩϻℂ¬ẘ₫PπҨṣΦüL∑ȣḽṣ∫ⅆΨẘსoφ₲wḼℵœ2 θ∞∂ϛḉℜḼℵœ₸fȣḽṣḂ∫ⅆΨẘoφn42ⅆ₳ΓṇΣɸϻ42₲w2₠✤φ∆∑ỻḠFӧḣṚT42αœCℜψ∑სḽψ∇IJλṣḉℓ∑⅄ṣ⋆n∵λΩ∆θⅇϸ△ⅆρ➔≓ñ◐✧ḥΨ⌬⅄₴∈Ϸ₰tⱺΛ❡⟁ȷℝ⊆◌∬₢∛Ωϻℂ♁ḥ⌘ƒɸ₵₷≡ϸ≨◊ℍξ⌅Ϸwiñ]

<error processing the request>

When he came to out of the warm, dark stupor of death, it was to the jubilant face of the Guide. The ghost genie hybrid lost the blissed-out look it had last time.

“Hey buddy, you died!”

Ash just groaned.

“Great news though, you used a Full Revive. You have 42 remaining Full Revive cards. Wow, that’s a lot of pain and suffering!”

Ash didn’t feel any pain, but the disorientation was tough to kick. He swam into consciousness and blinked several times to get his bearings.

“Because it’s a Full Revive, you’ll be awarded all your previous level up rewards, and quest rewards. Previously used consumable cards will be returned to you. Partial revives will cause you to lose experience or quest rewards, so try not to die again!”

Ash winced at the repeated use of exclamation points. The genie ghost had entirely too much excitement. It was not infectious.

“You okay, buddy?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Guide asked. “Because I’m administering revives to two million, four hundred thousand, sixty five individuals right this moment? Because I’m helping with nearly five million level up help requests right now, and assisting with eight million, four hundred thousand plus NPC quest reward assistance requests? That’s nothing! I can... I can… c-can, c-c-c-can caaaaaaaaaaaaaan…” Guide’s chipper voice grayed out into a warbling digitized mess, before popping back to normal. “Nothing is impossible, hero!”

Well, that was a thing that happened.

The less he asked the Guide to speak the better.

On the other hand, he did learn valuable information. He was getting his two levels of Staves again from the card he’d used at the very beginning, and he could safely consume all his xp cards without difficulty… unless he wanted to keep replicating them with the Deck Erector. It was a tough choice, since he only had a few more of the lower rarity consumable xp cards. He’d consider it as he went along through character creation.

This time for his race he had the option to choose several of the previously restricted races, including tiefling (a horned goat person), Avian (bird person), Drow (dark elf), and felinian (cat person). Eventually he settled on half-orc and half-drow, which gave him a whole lot of everything. The rare races were just better than the starting races in most respects, with the exception of Lucky, which he was going to handle on his own.

Choosing the orcish race made it easier to become a barbarian, while mixing in drow gave him the dark vision the orcs lacked, along with enhanced attributes the starting classes couldn’t match. He was sensitive to sunlight and wouldn’t do well in the air, but they’d only spent three hours in the air anyhow.

He decided not to change his name, as he’d just risen from the dead and could do so again a good forty-two times. Awesome. He was also pleased to see the Ten of Staves reappear in his inventory, and the other rewards lumped together into one huge spendable ball, rather than parceled out by different rewards he’d earned. Sadly, all his Good points had disappeared.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, unclassed, Amateur level 1

Good: 6/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 2)

Charming- (Beginner level 1)

Clever- (Beginner level 2)

Fierce- (Beginner level 3)

Lucky- (Beginner level 2)

Quick- (Beginner level 3)

Sly- (Beginner level 2)

Tough- (Beginner level 3)

Skills:

None.

Free points: 10 Attribute levels, 21 Skill levels

So instead of his initial 16 stat levels as an elf, he had 18. Once again Charming had taken a backseat to basically everything else, which couldn’t be allowed to last. He’d give it priority eventually.

First up: spend his Staves card to get his Beginner 2 back. Identifying cards used against him had been very useful, along with identifying opponents and people. Next, he boosted Lucky all the way to Amateur 1, and sank four levels into Diamonds for Amateur. He kept spending, eventually spending another four levels and reaching Amateur 5 before receiving the warning.

Warning! Extending your Diamonds past Amateur and into Journeyman will trigger Expert threats to spawn. Presently you will only face Amateur and some Journeyman threats, and you will be prompted when entering an area of higher danger. By proceeding, those prompts will not occur. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

He reluctantly pressed Yes. This was an Amateur dungeon and wasn’t incredibly difficult for him to handle, though he needed more magic damage to take out these undead minions. Luckily he had Evie to back him up.

So Beginner had 3 levels, Amateur had 5, and now he was into Journeyman 1.

He had 11 skill levels remaining, and decided to spend them mostly how he’d been using them thus far: Spades for physical tasks up to Beginner 3, Swords to Beginner 3 for using his axe, Wands to 2 for magic, and another 2 ranks in Staves to bring him back to Amateur where he’d been. This would mean grabbing 100 xp to put him in Amateur for Swords and Spades, which wouldn’t be much of an issue, and 200 for Wands. He’d lost Cups but didn’t think it was a major thing. He’d just… avoid getting poisoned. Somehow.

He was pleased with how it turned out, anyhow, because he could immediately add Hareminator to his action deck, which he immediately did. If things went the way he thought they might, he was going to get some free xp out of this deal.

Okay, 8 attribute levels remaining.

This time, what he considered doing was leaving everything at Beginner 3 and hit Amateur 1 with only 100 xp in all cases. However, if he used his attribute levels on a single attribute, he’d be saving thousands of xp.

It took 5 of his levels to put everything (except Lucky) at Beginner 3, so he did that. Finally, he could be a charming orc. Now he had 3 left, and went with what he was best at: fighting and fucking. 2 levels in Tough, and 1 in Fierce.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, unclassed, Amateur level 1

Good: 0/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Beginner level 3)

Charming- (Beginner level 3)

Clever- (Beginner level 3)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Amateur level 1)

Quick- (Beginner level 3)

Sly- (Beginner level 3)

Tough- (Amateur level 2)

Skills:

Staves (Amateur level 1)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Wands (Beginner level 2)

Diamonds (Journeyman level 1)

Spades (Beginner level 3)

All other skills unranked

Free points: none

When he returned, Evie woke and stared at him.

“What… Ash? That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

He took a look down in the pool. His face was essentially unchanged in terms of bone structure. He looked… similar, despite the tusks and the eyes. He was broader in the shoulders, more sturdily built, and had penetrating red eyes. Almost sinister. His hair now ran shoulder length, and his skin was a gray that nearly matched the stonework here.

“You look… good.”

“Better?”

She considered this, then finally nodded. “What happened?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he told her. “How are you feeling? About everything.”

She looked off at the pool. “There’s… a lot. We didn’t have much of anything. Our parents kicked us out when I turned eighteen and it’s… we didn’t… I just worked. Robbie wanted to move to LA and start pitching his screenplays and pilots. We ran out of money and got jobs in Phoenix. I was running an Uber and working at a Walmart.

“He was always going out and partying though. Spending money we didn’t have. I guess… in a way this is better. I should’ve just left him and done my own thing. I should’ve… I don’t know.”

“Sorry,” he said, not entirely sure what else to say. It seemed to be enough.

“Can I be in your party?” she asked. “I know RPGs. I played through Final Fantasy ten, eleven, twelve, the redo of seven. I got to Challenger in League of Legends.”

“Sure.”

“Do I have to… have sex with you?”

He started, like she’d slapped him. “What?”

“Ashley… she’s clearly attached to you. I thought it was a condition of staying with you. It’s stupid. Sorry.”

“No no, not at all. No sorry necessary. Ashley is a freak in more ways than one. No, you’re not required to have sex with me,” he said, and chuckled. “I mean it would obviously be nice.”

She locked eyes with him. “Why didn’t you, when I was asleep?” He just waved a hand. “No, it’s… you… I was naked and everything. On top of you.”

“And sleeping.” He had felt her up, a little.

“Pretending,” she retorted.

“I’m not going to just have sex with a sleeping girl.”

“Would you?” she asked. “If I was awake?”

He nodded. “Hundred percent.” Then he grinned. “Oh hey, you’re awake now. What a coincidence, I’m awake.”

She blushed, looking adorable. Wrapped in a blanket or not, he definitely wanted her. She was opposite Ashley in basically every respect: tight and compact to Ashley’s springy curves, small to Ashley’s tall and well-built form, with a bright and cheerful face to Ashley’s resting bitch face.

He waved a hand slowly. “You want to come sit on my face.”

The blanket slipped off her shoulder, revealing that she hadn’t put any clothes on while he was off getting himself killed. She giggled. “Oh I do, do I?”

He waved his hand again. “This is the orc you’re looking for.”

“This is the orc I’m looking for,” she said, trying and failing to look blank and hypnotized. She couldn’t suppress her grin. “I want to come sit on your face.” With that, she crawled out from under the blanket, nude figure coming into the light, and came at him on hands and knees. He fell back to let her keep crawling, until a patch of orangey hair came into view, and then the sweet spot.

“There she is,” he muttered, and grabbed onto her ass. She yelped, just a little, and then moaned appreciatively when he started licking.

She tasted fresh, clean, sweet. Different than Ashley.

While he was at it, making her wetter than she already had been, she reached back and grabbed him. She’d chosen a nellwyn, barely four feet high, and her fingers barely closed around his girth. The size problem they were going to have turned him on all the more.

“I don’t know if this will even… it won’t fit.”

“I think you’ll be surprised,” he said around a mouthful of her.

In another few moments she was doing the work, scraping herself over his tongue and back, then bucking so he got at her clit again and again and again. Now she was panting, groaning, and then… stopping?

“I’m… ready,” she said sheepishly.

He wished she would let him get her off with just his tongue, but she’d been reluctant the whole time, and he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity. So instead of continuing to lick and lick, he rose up, picked her up easily, and settled her back against the sleeping bag from his Adventurer’s pack.

“You promise?” she asked in a small voice.

“It’ll fit,” he said.

For the moment though it was time to run it up and down the length of her slit, watch as the head collected her juices, and listened to her throaty panting. Then he pressed in, watched her open to him, and listened to her gasp.

“It’s okay,” he said, half a question.

She nodded, and whispered. “It’s okay.”

The first inch was the tightest, far tighter than Ashley even when she clenched her practiced muscles down there. He worked at it, pumping in and out with exaggerated slowness, coating himself further in her wetness. She’d stopped making any sound at all, but her mouth was open and her hands clutched at his shoulders. Eventually, he inched further and further in, relishing the feel of her incredible heat and tightness. He still had about two inches to go when her nails dug into his skin.

Shit, had he…

Suddenly her head snapped back and she let out an orgasmic groan. Just getting into her had done this? He grinned, pushed aside the need to cum, and started really pumping.

“Oh, oh my gosh,” she gasped, making him feel perversely like he’d reached her lungs and was poking at them. “Ohhhhh crimanitely.”

“Gadzooks?” he grunted.

“Y-yeah,” she gasped, and took the whole length of him. “You’re so deeeeeep.”

“Not hurting you?” he asked, a little disappointed. Ashley had always urged him deeper, and that hadn’t ever made him feel tiny, but coating himself in her entirely was incredible.

Her head whipped back and forth in the funniest, most erotic shake of the head he’d ever seen, so he took that as the sign he should go with long and slow strokes. He settled onto his elbows, staring down at the top of her head, and finally gave her a few light kisses when she turned up to him. He loved the feel of her, and the way her entire body was shoved upwards several inches on each downstroke.

She came again a few minutes later, wrapping her arms and legs around him and groaning explosively.

Here he paused. “You okay?”

“Can we… change position? I read—” then she yelped when he picked her up, rocked back and put her on top of him. “Jinkeys!”

“How’s this?” he asked.

In response she bit her lip, gave him a lazy smile, and started pumping up and down on him. For a time he just enjoyed the feel of her enveloping his length, watching her legs and tummy flex, and her breasts heave up and down while she grabbed onto his knees for leverage. Some time later he started bucking up to meet her, and she squeaked. Her eyes flew open and she stared down at him in amazement for only a short time before she started into yet another hard orgasm.

The body wracking, the clenching, and watching her with a sheen of sweat covering her body all pushed him over the edge.

“I’m… gonna…”

She slammed down on him again, then again, staring hard into his eyes. He went to grab onto her and pull her off, only to have her hands intercept his. He could’ve overpowered her, and he knew this, but something fierce and wild had come into her eyes, and it always felt so much better doing it inside. She was more or less demanding it. So he did, and came hard, bucking up off the sleeping bag and getting one last good ecstatic groan out of her.


Interlude III- Throdric Shares

Darren writhed on the ground, clutching the stump of his leg, arching his back and staring sightlessly up through a haze of agony. No sound emerged from a throat that had been screamed raw. He spasmed in a pool of his own blood.

Rachel too crawled along the dungeon floor, trailing a lot of blood. One of her ears had been neatly bisected, and her tail had a kink in it, like someone had taken a hose and just bent it right in the middle.

“Heal him,” she choked out.

“Working on it,” Throdric said. The healing spell had a two minute cooldown and it still had ten seconds to go. This wasn’t like last time, when he’d just been playing with the kid. He’d been casting Purity’s Soothing Caress nonstop over the course of the past… fucking… he couldn’t even tell how long. Hours? Over a day?

Time didn’t seem to mean anything down here, except the endless wait between casting Purity’s Soothing Caress. Nobody was joking anymore about the touch healing spell. Nobody was wandering off to scout the next room and maybe think about keeping whatever spoils to herself. They were practically back to back to back through the last couple of hours.

The seconds ticked down with Throdric watching Darren get weaker and weaker, until he stopped struggling. At that moment he engaged the spell, thankful for the immediate jolt of life that surged through his companion’s body.

Say what you wanted about the shitty Wizard, he was able to absorb damage and be a target for attacks down here in this shithole. He dealt damage, but not a lot. While his leg regenerated and the color came back into his body, Throdric considered giving into their insipid and ceaseless requests to share the loot cards.

The trouble was, neither of them knew how to construct a deck. Darren had about forty cards in his, all of them common or uncommon, not a single rare. He’d stuffed everything into his deck before meeting Throdric and so he’d come across three copies of the shittiest version of his bubble shield spell, or three copies of minor telekinesis. If he was clever about using it, like pelting the enemy with a two kilogram rock, or dropping something on their heads from really high up, that would be one thing, but he had this infuriating tendency to turn a blank look Throdric’s way like he was psychically shouting for help, or yelping silently for help.

“Don’t you have another healing spell?” Rachel asked. Her health bar was quite low also, and she was suffering from bleeding. Why they hadn’t come across a series of items that gave them immunity to bleeding was beyond him.

“It’s not rare,” he commented. “It’s not in my deck.”

“Add it! Fuck, man, you’ve been sitting on another healing spell this whole time and you didn’t put it in your deck?”

“It’s not that powerful. And I don’t want to go over ten cards,” he said lamely. She was right. He should’ve just added Healing Surge. He’d hoped for another one to meld it into another Purity’s Soothing Caress, but they hadn’t come across one in the hours and hours of fighting down here.

She wasn’t in any position to force the issue, but instead lay on the stone floor and cursed at him. She was good at it, cursing. Maybe she’d been a truck driver in her former existence.

“Fucking cunt bucket of a paladin can’t untuck his ego out of his fucking short pants and do what needs fucking doing. It’s gonna take one of us dying to make you pull your helmeted head out of your own ass, isn’t it? All the fucking promises you made were just politician’s promises weren’t they? You ain’t worth a warm bucket of piss.”

He put Healing Surge into his deck, selected it, and slammed his hand on her shoulder to activate the spell. She screamed and cursed some more, calling him a son of a syphilitic whore and Stalin’s sapient turd before the healing took effect and made her scream.

“Shut up,” he breathed, and waited for the cooldown on Purity’s Soothing Caress before casting it on himself. He’d been punctured in several places by giant slugs who could shoot poisoned barb things. The good news was they started to glow fiercely in the dark before raining poisoned barbs down, but they were also attached to the ceilings and fucking everywhere.

“Now,” Rachel told him after both she and Darren were healed up. “We’re not going an inch further until you give us some of the loot. We need something.”

He scowled. “That right, Darren? Is that what’s happening?”

The gormless Wizard couldn’t meet either of their eyes.

“Are you two taking over as leaders of the party then?” he asked, taking a step closer.

“Back off,” Rachel told him. “He’s not in any condition to fight you, and you already said you need us to clear this dungeon.”

“I’ll clear the bloody thing myself,” he announced, furious. “Now light the way and float the torch on ahead so we can keep moving.”

Silence took over, save for the drip, drip of water coming down off stalactites.

“I said—“

“We heard you,” Rachel said.

“Look, I put the second healing spell in my deck. We won’t be having any more of this near-death nonsense.”

“Oh is the dungeon going to get a lot easier from here on out?” she asked, with far too much sarcasm for Throdric’s taste.

“I’ll… heal… you,” he said, with exaggerated slowness, as if talking to a toddler.

“Give us our fair share of the loot,” she said.

“No.” They didn’t know the system well enough. Darren especially was next to useless.

“GIve us our fair share or we’re leaving you down here.”

He was close to Amateur 5 already. They’d been hacking and slashing and crawling near dead back to the Save Point again and again, fighting off creatures like mantises but with metal bodies, fighting off monstrous mushrooms, fighting off every fucking thing.

“There’s a boss down here with incredible loot. Lots of experience. We’re close, I can feel it.”

“You can’t feel it, and it will kill us anyway. Give us our fair share.”

“This idiot wasted his deck refresh and didn’t combine any of his cards before hitting Amateur level. Bunch of fucking amateurs.”

“Last chance,” she said, arms folded over her chest.

“Fine.” He went into his inventory, produced a bundle of cards, and sprayed them out all over the dungeon floor, glaring at them.

The second Rachel bent to pick up her first card, he bashed her across the back of the head using Glorious Smite. She fell back, dazed from the special ability and wide-eyed that he’d just hit her. He charged in and blasted her bodily back with his shield, throwing her to the ground. Unfortunately daze didn’t hold on opponents you attacked repeatedly. But he’d already done over a third of her health in damage and she didn’t have a weapon out.

He pointed his mace at her. “Stay down.” Where you belong, he didn’t say. He wasn’t an asshole.

She vanished. Literally, one second the rogue was there, and the next second she was just gone, out of sight.

“You can’t beat me,” he said. “The second you make a strike you’ll be in view again. I’ll fucking crush you.”

Her voice came from all around the cavernous dungeon room. “What makes you think I’ll strike? Is it the fact that you just backstabbed me?”

He peered around and failed several Sly checks with different skills. He didn’t expect to find her. She also didn’t have the offensive capability to take him down. In a way this was stalemate. He hated those.

One, she wouldn’t attack until she knew he was near death. She also wouldn’t attack him while there were dangerous monsters around. The only time she’d have was immediately as a battle concluded. Meaning he’d be ready for her.

He turned back to find Darren staring at him.

“Clean up your share of the loot,” he said softly.

“Don’t do it, Darren,” Rachel said from the shadows.

“Well then, I suppose you don’t need them.”

Darren kept his eyes firmly fixed on Throdric as he scooped up the first of the cards. The terror on his face was so cute. Darren had never seemed more like a well-trained lapdog as this moment here, on his knees, waiting for a punishment to happen while he cleaned up the mess he’d made.

It took an intolerably long time to get the mess of cards up off the stone floor. Some of them were stuck in the ichor of dead steel mantis creatures, the residue of slime left over by dead slimes, and of course Darren and Rachel’s own freshly spilled blood.

Finally, he was nearly done, while Throdric tapped his foot.

“Come on, idiot, hurry it up,” he said. “I need you to light the way and aggro some of the creatures back to us.”

When Darren still hadn’t moved about three seconds later, Throdric roared. “Get up off your ass or I put you down myself!”

That got the boy moving. He scrambled to his feet, produced a glowing crystal of yellowish light, and cast one more uncertain glance Throdric’s way before using Minor Telekinesis to float the light down the hall.

It wasn’t long before several creatures came scrabbling darkness. He gripped his tower shield and mace. It was time to show Rachel, and Darren, and that Ashhole what he was made of.


19- Ash Cuddles, Chooses, Descends, and Chokes

Friday, Day 1

He cuddled Evie afterwards, exulting in the very different feel of her body against his. Ashley was always active, constantly squirming and writhing, ready to get him going again so she could squeeze out even more orgasms. Evie, by contrast, trailed her fingernails over the muscles in his chest, pressed her feet against his, and gave him tiny kisses on the chest.

“I hope you’re okay with this,” he said.

She chuckled. “I don’t even know what this is.”

“Adventures plus sex. Sexcapades.”

“I… guess.”

“It felt good,” he said. “You can admit it.”

“Oh, it felt fucking amazing,” she said. “You fucked my brains out. You see any brains lying on the ground around here? And my panties?”

“We’ll find them,” he told her, grinning.

“We have to go find your girlfriend, don’t we?”

He shrugged, but then grinned at the look he received. “Fine.”

He’d already gotten a bucketload of xp from Hareminator. A prompt off to one side notified him that he’d received a hundred xp for sealing the deal with Evie, and an astonishing 2500 xp for cultivating a relationship with her. They’d gone from Acquaintances (+15) to Intimate friends (+56) in an awful hurry. In between his trust action of not fucking her while she’d been sleeping, and the talk they’d had, it went up mightily.

The sex helped too.

That meant he could buy two levels of Amateur or half a level of Journeyman. Damn, Journeyman levels were 5,000 xp each. Fuck it. He decided to put all his attributes up to Amateur. He’d need Attuned to cast spells better, so that went first, along with Charming, Quick and Sly.

This thing was already paying insane dividends, and it wasn’t even close to the best card he’d gotten out of the deal. Deck Erector was probably the best one.

He followed this by purchasing Amateur 2 in Attuned and Amateur 3 in Tough. He still wanted to tank, and being a Sorcerer was the worst way to go about that, so he’d have to work at it.

Now 2,400 xp down, he still had 200 left. He purchased the last two levels of Beginner in Wands, giving him Amateur 1 there. Now he could safely kill a bunch of zombie mummies and get his girl back.

Then ravish her and grab a zillion xp.

Ash forced himself to think non-sexy thoughts so he could get on with the business of readying himself, and then actually doing the job he needed to do.

The last thing he needed to do as part of character creation was choose a class by deck. He’d decided to go with Sorcerer this time, even though his Charming level was low and it was one of their core attributes.

“Just need to check on my deck,” he said. He’d put off class choice, but once he clicked on Caster the cards surged up into his vision, gigantic in the save point space. Just like the Adventurer beginner deck, three were stacked up on one another, followed by two stacks of two, and then three individual cards.

The three were called Elemental Ray, while the two were Mana Barrier. After that he had one copy of Reckless Attack and another Feint. The last three cards were called Minor Dispel, Force Blast, and Minor Telekinesis.

The Elemental Ray was a standard attack spell, like Focused Attack. Mana Barrier was a defensive counterpart to the Reckless Attack he’d had before. New info: the Reckless Attack, like Mana Charge, were from his racial choice. It was the choice du jour for his orcish half, while Feint was a drow racial card. His last three were specialized actions, just like with his old Adventurer deck. Okay.

Combining some common and uncommon Caster cards he’d already had in his possession took some doing. He could also substitute Brutal Strike in place of Reckless Attack, but didn’t want any non-magical melee attacks. Luckily, he’d kept the cards from his old Adventurer deck somehow. Mana Surge would work, as would Enchanted Arrow.

He ended up with two uncommon Elemental Blasts and kept them that way rather than combine into a single rare, put his two Mana Barriers together into a Mana Shield, and added another card from his previous lootings: Rejuvenating Aura. This was his first aura card, which apparently would boost mana recovery for him and allies within range.

Evie confirmed that her vial shots regenerated using mana while in a series of large vials in her backpack. She had to refill bullets using this storage, but they’d begun to run low because of all the combat. This would allow her to channel mana into refilling her storage during combat, which she appreciated. She’d already been on the mana trampoline, spending it and recovering it, only to spend almost all of it again.

Minor Dispel, which worked at blunting spell effects cast against him, wasn’t going to be any good against mummy zombies, but he kept it in regardless. No telling what the boss monster would be. Force Blast would work on them though. He’d looted three of those, and ended up with two uncommon copies of Force Missiles. Heat seeking missiles composed of magic that could knock down or knock enemies backwards? Yes please.

The last was the telekinetic spell. It told him he could pick up and manipulate an object of no more than two kilograms at a distance of no more than 10 meters, and would do minimal damage in combat. Still, dropping things on people or picking things up was probably extremely useful.

He looked over his deck once more before pressing Confirm.

Elemental Blast x2

Force Missiles x2

Mana Surge x2

Mana Shield

Rejuvenating Aura

Minor Dispel

Enchanted Arrow

Minor Telekinesis

Hareminator (not included in draws)

(11 cards)

He’d just squeaked out a Sorcerer deck by the two copies of Mana Surge, and Elemental Blast. Mana Shield, Rejuvenating Aura, and Minor Dispel were all Wizard spells. Minor Telekinesis didn’t count.

While he had fewer HP than his tanky Barbarian self, he was still just over a hundred, so that was all right.

“Okay,” he said, and produced a ball of fire in one hand, and a ball of lightning in the other. “I think I’m ready.”

You’re a Sorcerer! Magic courses through your veins! Eternity at your fingertips! None have mastery over magic like a Sorcerer, whose parents share the blood of the magical. Possessed of spells powerful and the mana of dragons coursing through your veins, the Sorcerer gains the following bonus abilities:

*You gain an increased chance to critical success on every Wands and Arcana check.

*Sorcerers make their own reality. Caster and Sorcerer reward cards are more likely to drop when you engage opponents, tackle obstacles, and defeat enemies.

*Sorcerers seem to radiate a certain something. Even the most hideous of Sorcerer has a magnetic draw to them.You gain double xp in your Charming attribute.

*Sorcerers can trace their bloodlines up to the most powerful eldritch beings alive. Choose your progenitor: serpentine ancestry (wyrms, hydras, wyvern or dragon), fey ancestry (seelie or unseelie), elemental ancestry, extraplanar ancestry, celestial ancestry, infernal ancestry, djinn ancestry, phoenix ancestry.

Sorcerous bloodlines… Ash hadn’t seen this sort of choice in any of the games he’d played, and wasn’t sure where to go with this. He wanted to go with something cool, but also wanted to know what sorts of game bonuses he might end up getting, like with the Dragon Clan he’d held before.

Dragon obviously seemed like the most logical choice, since dragons were just awesome. It might be cool to choose hydra, and maybe get a resurrection power for whenever he was killed, so he cloned himself.

That might also be the case for phoenix ancestry, though he couldn’t be sure without choosing one and possibly making it his permanent choice.

He had never really enjoyed the idea of fae, though fae blood might be a step in the right direction. If he could make his opponents sleep for a thousand years… no, that was boring and probably wouldn’t work. He’d have to make all his opponents come into a mushroom circle, or eat food, or reveal their full names to him. And that sounded pretty boring.

Now elemental he could get behind. Turn into an elemental, have better spell effects based on the element he chose, maybe turn into that element. He clicked on elemental ancestry before he realized he was doing it, and opened up a series of choices: air, earth, fire, water, void, and thinking about each one provided him with a list of minor bonuses. These were almost all identical: Sorcerer reward cards had a 50% chance to end up the element of choice, the Sorcerer’s innate resistance started at 15% and scaled up by 5% per level, though the Sorcerer would be Vulnerable to the opposing element. He’d have a bonus of 10% damage when using spells of that element. It also unlocked two elemental race choices: volcashic and dragonite for fire, sylfaen and fae for air, naiadic and cephellian for water, orren and golemite for earth.

Strangely enough, it didn’t list any bonuses for a void elemental ancestry, nor race unlocks. He clicked on it just out of curiosity, and immediately regretted it…

Congratulations! You’ve chosen void elemental ancestry! The enigmatic and misunderstood elementals of the void do not take lovers often, nor do they create offspring even when they’ve sated those desires of theirs.

You gain the following bonuses:

*An increased critical chance on any Diamonds or Lucky success.

*A 5% resistance to all base elements, which increases by 2% per level. You do not have an elemental vulnerability.

*A 5% damage bonus to all base elemental attacks, which increases by 1% per level.

*A 20% mana pool increase, +3% per class level

…he only regretted it until he’d read through the whole thing.

This was vastly superior. Race unlocks weren’t nearly as good as extra mana points.

***

Ash reflected, as he murdered his fourteenth and fifteenth undead creature without breaking a sweat, that he really owed all this success to the blue mage who’d saved his life. The cards went cascading down everywhere in a huge snowfall as he tore through the zombies, and all of them were 3-7 coins, or a pair of gloves with a single armor point, or a common action deck card. Nothing especially vital, but so many.

The windfall he’d received from that epic fight that transformed the world was going to allow him to survive, and thrive, in basically any situation. He could die forty-two more times without having to worry.

Which meant he really needed to figure out enough magic to first find her, and then rescue her from wherever the red mage had taken her. Assuming she wasn’t dead, of course. The red mage could’ve just as easily whisked her to the eternal torment dimension or encased her molecules in stone or whatever. He had no real idea what those people were capable of, just that their fight had completely reshaped at least the Southwest region of the United States and northern Mexico, if not the continent.

If not the world.

Ash cast Force Missiles, which tore through two more of the zombie mummies and crashed into two behind them. One of the two front ones dissolved into ash, but the one remaining tried to bite him and instead exploded when Mana Surge reflected its damage back on it in magical form. He took the 9 damage but he wasn’t even below half his health. Now that he wasn’t doing non-magical melee damage, these things were easy as. Evie stared at him while he killed them and hardly stopped to take a breath.

And not only had that mage fought off eight attackers and taken care of seven of them, she’d also saved his life. He owed her the courtesy of growing strong enough to find her. There had to be a spell or a quest that would tell him. After that, he’d assess the risk, and save her.

For now he needed to plow through these suddenly easier undead creatures, mapping out the dungeon, which wasn’t overly large. One level generally consisted of two to four rooms before you descended the staircase to the next. Ashley was growing about four meters closer with each level, meaning she was only two levels away now.

He paused to catch his breath. Running around down here slinging spells wasn’t too difficult, but he had a Stamina meter and running literally burned it out after a while. Spells also cost mana, which didn’t regenerate instantly. With his aura, it was a tolerably slow descent towards zero, but he didn’t want to get trapped at the bottom without any.

“You okay?” Evie asked. She touched his arm.

“Fine. Stamina comes back quick-like.”

“Yuuuuuuup,” she said.

“Where you from?”

“Ohio.”

He nodded. He knew nothing about Ohio, except that it probably wasn’t Ohio any longer. He told her so.

“It sucks,” she went on. “I’m glad it transformed into something else. Maybe it stopped being a vast windswept plain of fuck-all and became something interesting.”

“Yikes.”

“I’m sure some interesting people were from there and later moved out, but the ones who’re still there can eat my ass.”

“Is that an option for later?” he asked, and was satisfied to get a deep red blush out of her.

“Let’s get this place over with. Two more levels?”

He nodded. “I need some mana back.”

“Good call.” She also nodded, and grabbed out her bullet casings, filling them with various different colored goop out of her storage jars.

“How did you end up with all this Artificer and sharpshooter stuff?” he asked.

She flinched. “Would you believe I won it in a raffle?”

“Not even a little bit.”

She chuckled a bit, scooping some green goop into the bullet casing and using mana to cap it off. “I was pretty close to ground zero. Whatever happened in Phoenix was the start of it, I think. I wasn’t close enough to see, but I was close enough to get showered in a whole bunch of low level cards. Everything you can imagine, but mostly common and uncommon. A whole lot of low coins, little gem chips, abilities, consumable xp cards, and a couple of consumable summons.”

Here Ash was tempted to just lie and play dumb. It would be relatively easy… for now. He didn’t have to share his cards, and didn’t want to reveal what he had. That aside, she actually had it better than he did right now. She was able to employ most of her cards to make herself into a really cool combat Specialist from the word go, while he was sitting on a bunch of shit he couldn’t use.

“Me too,” he said.

“Yeah? You’ve been saving up your cards then?”

“That’s right.”

She grinned and waved her hand over the ammo belts, the storage containers of glowing ammo goo, and the long rifle no longer venting steam. “I’m sure eventually the game will get hard, but for now we’re just coasting.” She waved her hands at the rifle, the gear, the bullets. “All this made it so fucking easy.”

The swearing was endearing, especially out of someone so small, cute and unassuming. It was weird, honestly, the night and day difference between Evie, who seemed genuine, up front, helpful, and down to earth, versus Ashley. Ashley who probably sussed out his motives and worked her ass off (literally and figuratively) to make sure they didn’t get separated.

“Okay!” she said. “Two more levels and we get her.”

It turned out there was only one level remaining. The stairwell let kept going, and going, and when they entered the chamber, they found a single massive room where Ashley sat on a block of stone like an altar.

Not chained, by the way. Seated cross-legged still in her torn poncho and hugging something small and fluffy tight to her chest. Staves went to identify the creature, when a pink burst of light pulsed out from the fluff ball. Staves instead told him that a spell had been cast by the creature. In response, Ashley’s hand drifted down between her legs and pressed against her mound. The moment she did, she let out a sigh of relief.

“Ashley!” he shouted.

Her eyes fluttered open. “Ash? Ohhhh…”

“Don’t worry,” he called. Staves now informed him the creature had a name, and it was known as a Quiverwhisker.

“Ash? I’m c… I’m cumming… nnnhhh.” She writhed and jerked with the creature in her arms.

“I’m coming, baby,” he told her. Past the creature’s name, he didn’t get any more, because he’d already taken his first step toward her and caused shit to go sideways.

“Don’t… don’t come any… closer. Ohh f…”

The moment his toe touched the room’s actual floor, a magical trap must’ve triggered. The first thing that happened was the whole room started literally spinning. He hadn’t noticed the stone floor tiles arranged in circles, and each ring started moving in opposite directions. Ash started slowly moving clockwise around the room, which would take him behind the altar, to whatever was back there.

Second, pillars in the walls started disgorging all the zombie mummies he’d killed. Most of them he’d killed had turned to ash, but a lot of the ones from the beginning he’d hacked into body parts while waiting to get his magic attacks, or wait for Evie to do enough damage to kill them off. Heads, torsos, legs and arms all spilled into the room, tumbling together into a slowly rotating carpet of body parts, twisting and turning on the rotating floor sections.

“That’s fucking twisted,” Evie muttered.

“Shoot it!” Ash dove over the large holes that were still gushing forth both filthy ash from the bodies and the hands, feet, and legs still pouring out. He thought of himself as a person with a strong stomach, but couldn’t help but feel his gorge rise.

The ash of the corpses filled the room also, and soon all of this began to glom together into a mass of parts and dirt. And that mass started twitching.

“That’s really fucking twisted,” Evie added.

“Shoot! It!” As for him, he grabbed his first Force Missiles and blasted the huge mound of corpse parts.

Ashley screamed out in agony, lifting her whole body off the floor and moaning miserably, head thrashing back and forth.

The moment Evie hit it with an elemental fire bullet, Ashley screamed again, feet scrabbling against the stone.

“Stop!” he called out across the huge room. The mound of corpses and dust still hadn’t done anything,

“Pick one!” she called back. “Shoot it or don’t?”

Damn. If they hadn’t killed all those zombie mummies they never would’ve had to deal with this. They’d have simply run around all of them, come down here, and stabbed the little fuzzy fucker to death.

But the reality was the body parts and ash were forming up into an ooze-like creature his Staves skill identified as Corpse Ooze. Right now, it had a life bar hovering over it that was about ninety percent full, and the same went for Ashley. At this rate, linked to her somehow by the pink thing, currently fucking her, she would die at the same moment it did. She could revive, but… it wouldn’t be good.

He was just about to suggest giving her one of his extra full revives when the message popped up.

Warning! If you are responsible for the death of Ashley Venderpelt, your relationship will be seriously harmed.

“Ash?” Evie cried out. “What the fuck are we doing here?”

“I have no idea!” he shouted back.

Ash swore, and the ooze thing finally swept down from a good twenty feet up and slammed bodily into him, pinned him against the wall, and flowed over his head, where it began suffocating him.


20- Luck Works In Reverse

Friday, Day 1

Ash had undead in his mouth. It was just the worst. Anyone (like Ash) who’d seen the Big Lebowski and laughed at the idea of having someone’s cremated remains fly back in your face to get in your mouth and nose would stop seeing that scene as funny after this.

He had no choice but to engage Mana shield. This created a bubble of bluish force around him, severing a large portion of the creature off, dealing some hit points of damage in doing so, and causing Ashley to scream out in agony.

Whoops.

The good news was that the part he’d severed didn’t become its own tiny ooze and crawl down his throat. Instead all those monster bits fell lifelessly to the ground, and out of his mouth, though some of it was already coated to the roof and between his teeth.

He needed to breathe more than Ashley needed every single one of her hit points.

The other good news was that he was getting used to channeling mana. Before this morning, there’d been no mana, or he’d never understood it. The ball of potential inside him was centered, or rather bursts of it were centered in different places in his body: the top of his head, the center of his mind, his heart, his guts, and a surprising reservoir in his balls. Or at least, this is where mana could erupt from.

He was starting to see mana through his Wands skill and his Attuned Attribute, in the form of white-blue energy gathering up, bursting forth from his guts, and manifesting in a bubble of force that saved his life. Although he’d lost 11 hp rapidly from being suffocated, that stopped the moment his shield came into being.

The other other good news was that his Attuned and Wands magic skills were allowing him to see another bit of magic: the connection between the Quiverwhisker held protectively in his girlfriend’s arms, and the wave of undead flesh swirling around the room and going after Evie next. The adorable little puffball hadn’t suddenly sprouted nine-inch quills and impaled her in a million different places.

“Ash!” Evie screamed, and changed directions awkwardly by stepping onto another ring of floor stones. She then slotted a green sniper shot, took aim, and tried to anchor the monster to the floor. It took damage, meaning Ashley took damage, and now Ash watched the thread of mana linking them pulse the damage into Ashley.

Dealing damage to it was killing Ashley.

Ash brought up his ability choices, and frowned when the one he wanted didn’t appear. Instead he fired off an Elemental Blast at the opposite wall, coating a large spot with a layer of ice.

“What are you doing?” Evie shouted at him.

“I don’t know!” Ashley announced with a confused moan, and let loose with a loud groan with the creature in her grasp. Ash thought he knew, but the presence of an undead ooze was slightly more important.

In the meantime, Evie’s green gunk shot failed to stop the ooze coming and she dove out of the way when it slammed a pseudopod into the wall right where she’d been. The wall cracked and some bits of stone came away as it retreated.

Ash brought up his next series of choices, and cursed again. This time he went with Mana Surge, and again the awareness of his mana leaving his body caused him to see the link between the monster and Ashley with more clarity.

It seemed like a chain, somehow, leading towards a ball of connective tissue like a matrix of nerve cells inside the ball of undead parts on the one side. On the other it dove straight towards Ashley’s chest, where presently a wave of pinkish mana was rhythmically pulsing into her body.

“Ash what the fucking fuck?” Evie demanded, but didn’t talk after that. The pseudopod it had used as a spear instead swept aside like a baseball bat, catching her in the middle and flinging her aside. She tumbled against the ground for a few feet before hitting the wall and groaning. These did come in the form of ability cards it was using: Manifest Pseudopod, Devastating Thrust, Sweeping Attack, but Ash was busy thinking and blowing through his card choices until he got to the one he thought might actually work.

The last draw gave him what he wanted, and he stepped forward with Dispel handy. This needed to work. He closed his hand around the string tethering his girlfriend to the ooze monster composed of undead flesh, yanked, and felt a satisfying jolt of static electricity rush up his arm. The thread snapped, causing everyone in the room (save Evie) to scream out.

The first thing that happened was the mass of body parts went apeshit. First it crashed up into the ceiling, then shot out a bunch of pseudopods in all directions, one of them catching Ash in the shoulder, another getting Evie. Then it spread out along the floor, curled around Evie’s foot, and started sucking her in.

The thing had taken some damage from the Mana Surge retaliation, but Ashley was safe. Ish. Safe-ish. She was frozen on the altar with the Quiverwhisker clutched to her body as though she’d never let it go. For some reason, she had fallen to her back on the huge stone slab, and had gotten her feet under her. She was now bucking against the air, like Ash was under her, when she was accomplishing nothing except for looking lewd as hell.

She hadn’t taken damage, meaning he was free to do this.

“Force Missiles!” he shouted, and flung out even more mana at the ooze monster. Then he used Elemental Blast to freeze a part of it creeping towards Ashley. She only had a third of her HP left.

The thing fought in silence, making no sound as it took damage, though some of the heads inside it opened their mouths or rolled their eyes in pain. It creeped him out, but he kept on pelting it with spell after spell until its hit point meter fell to zero. Or nearly zero. Evie helped out by grabbing one of her fire ammo shots straight out of the ammo belt and slapping it against the puddle of monster at her feet.

That did it.

The whole creature went up almost instantly as its hp reached zero. The stench and the smoke made his eyes water immediately. Also the whole room rumbled, and dust drifted down. He definitely got some bad Indiana Jones vibes, like this place was going to come down on his head if he wasn’t quick enough with the exit.

Another zap of magic took care of the chains, and he hefted Ashley up to her feet. Her knees buckled without her taking a step. Seeing that she couldn’t walk by herself, he picked her up princess style. Although he didn’t know the creature’s capabilities, it didn’t seem hostile, nor was it harming Ashley. He carried her to where Evie was groggily getting up, and bent down.

“Get on,” he said.

“What?”

“My back. Hurry.”

She looped her arms around his neck, and as soon as he straightened, clamped her feet around his waist also. She was coughing, and so was he, but he put on a burst of speed and got them up to the second level in no time.

***

Another few levels of this gave him a Spades (Tough) check, and thankfully he passed it. Although Evie was only a nellwyn and hardly weighed forty kilos, Ashley was full-on orc and made up for that. His whole upper body was cramping painfully by the time they reached the Save Point.

This dungeon has been completed! The UI explained. The Save Point is no longer in operation.

“I can walk,” Evie sputtered. “Put me down.”

“You’re not the problem,” he said, and chuckled. In his arms, Ashley was again humping the air while the little creature sent out shockwaves of mana. As he put her down, she gave a long groan of pleasure and bucked her naked ass up off the floor. On her belly, the little creature made an adorable sound.

“Ohhhh… what’s happening?” Ashley groaned, and jerked her shorts off like they were full of ants.

Not five seconds later, she came hard. Spraying liquid up into the air, she shivered with what had to be a powerful orgasm wracking her body, since she’d never done that before. She’d also never had an orgasm without being touched at all.

At the same time, the mana hit him and beat his Cups (Attuned) check. Immediately, a dizzying array of feelings came over him. Peace, like all was well. The creature couldn’t possibly harm them. It was just a ball of fur, quivering and weak. It had no defenses, and no means of offense. It didn’t even have a mouth. How could this little tribble do anything to them?

Next came a confusion, as his thoughts whirled. Euphoria followed, with a growing sense of heat. Ashley was hot as an orc. Hotter than she’d been as a human. She had grown several inches. Her hair was luxurious and silky, down almost to her ass… and what an ass. Sitting there with her legs spread and her face contorted in ecstasy, he started to harden.

So what if she had a little fluff nugget crushed between her breasts?

“That is…” Evie started, but couldn’t finish.

“I know,” he said, blinking rapidly as if to push the encroaching horniness away. Unsuccessfully.

“Really fucking hot,” she whispered finally.

Ash regarded her. In the gloom of the glowing healing pool, which was starting to fade, he could see the slack impression on her face from whatever magic was working on Ashley, and really the three of them.

“It’s making her cum,” Evie whispered reverently.

“We should…” he started, but couldn’t say the words ‘remove it.’

The UI was kind enough to explain.

You’ve been affected by a powerful empathic ability! Your Cups (Attuned) check has failed, though your skill check was high enough to alert you to the magic at work.

Knowing what was happening didn’t lessen the effect: he was well and truly under the influence of the thing, which made him horny beyond belief.

Evie had taken a seat to his right, where she could watch unimpeded as Ashley humped the air, on full display for both Evie and Ash. Her skin glistened with sweat and her other juices.

Evie already had her hand in her pants, and another up her shirt, pulling at one of her nipples under there.

“She’s… beautiful,” she mused. Ash agreed. In the thrall of some strange creature, Ashley had finally gotten around to touching herself, and had buried several fingers in herself.

He failed a Cups (Lucky) check in his periphery. It didn’t matter. Only the spectacle of what was happening mattered, listening to Ashley pant and groan and hump the air, and pump fingers in and out of her thoroughly soaked slit.

He was painfully erect now, aching for sex.

“Ash I need you to fuck the shit out of me,” Evie said absently, not looking at him.

“Okay,” he said simply.

By the time he had his clothes off, she’d scooted closer to Ashley and the creature, and had her pants off as well. She was kneeling now, staring in fascination at his girlfriend, and didn’t look at him even as he came around behind her and started to play with her ass.

“Mmm,” she said. “I’m ready. Please… please put it ohhhhh.”

She wasn’t wrong. It only took one stroke in either direction to get his shaft coated with her juices, and getting inside her was no trouble whatsoever. She was more than ready to have him inside. The twin swells of her ass began to flex and work as she pushed in a desperate effort to get more pleasure right now.

She lasted three strokes before two things happened. One, she came, hard, and two, she turned kneeling sex into doggy style. This put her between Ashley’s knees, staring down at the spectacle of the Ashley’s competent fingers, and the shuddering and moaning.

Evie came again less than a minute later, when he grabbed onto her hips, pulled himself forward, and started plowing into her with long strokes. This time Evie’s instantaneous orgasm caused her arms to give way, required Ash to scoot forward, and put her inches away from where the action was happening.

Ashley had also cum again, pulling her ass up into the air and yelling out before squirting a second time. Spurts of fluid came in a rush, and a few got onto his abs. She showered Evie in juices.

“Fudge,” Evie muttered several times. “Fudge. Fudge. It got in my mouth, Ash. It’s… I frigging swallowed it.”

Ash switched off at this point, fucking Evie and trying not to fixate on the incredible sensation of the tiny girl’s very warm, very tight insides, or the erotic show in front of him. The less thinking he did the better. He had failed an Arcana (Clever) check, an Arcana (Sly) check, an Arcana (Tough) check, and was now in the process of just rolling with it. The sensations permeating the cavernous room were too much for him.

Evie didn’t seem bothered in the slightest that she had another girl’s cum on her face and in her mouth. Instead she shivered, cried out, and started her own hard orgasm another few seconds later. This time Ash was pretty sure she got even closer to the creature and Ashley on purpose, and started licking everything going on there.

“I swallowed it,” she breathed. “I swallowed it… I want more.”

Okay his new fuck buddy was eating out his regular girlfriend. Holy shit. He fell further into the unstoppable pull of the creature’s magic, some distant part of him was wondering just how far the little pink creature was going to suck them in, and whether they’d be able to break free of it.

Ash drove in for all he was worth, enjoying the almost constant orgasms coming out of both of them. Because he could indeed feel Ashley’s orgasms somehow. He was literally bumping Evie’s nose into Ashley’s fingers, which soon withdrew to give Evie’s tongue access.

Ashley bucked her midsection into Evie’s mouth once, and twice, before she got a handful of the nellwyn’s hair and ground herself in tight circles. Evie made a surprised sound, then a contented sound, and came again.

Ash couldn’t handle much more of the stimulation. Exuding some aphrodisiac effect that crushed inhibitions and ramped up arousal, the creature still hadn’t moved or attacked. He still hadn’t taken any damage, unless you counted Stamina. Unable to handle anymore physical or mental stimulation, he shoved forward and unloaded deep inside of the little nellwyn Artificer, and listened in satisfaction to her squeal of both surprise and pleasure. He couldn’t have pulled out of her even if he’d wanted to.

Twenty minutes later he came inside Evie again. Another hour or so later, he put a third load into her, before reaching his limit. After this last, he slumped back on his ass, and tried to call up a weapon or an attack card. An intense burst of magic flooded over him, nullifying his ability to raise a hand against the creature.

He didn’t watch the sex finish, but didn’t have to. The magic it was exuding gave him all the sensations of both women. Evie was sucking on Ashley’s sensitive nipples… they were kissing, and Ashley had her tongue on the roof of Evie’s mouth. He shuddered through the scissoring. Eventually the system messages told him the effect had worn off.

Ash took only a moment to get his shit together. Being in the rebound phase allowed him to gather his wits and prepare a spell. Force Missiles would’ve gone right through it and killed Ashley, which he didn’t want, so he went with Elemental Blast.

Except, it splashed harmlessly against a Mana Shield, and he found Ashley’s hand outstretched.

“Let this happen, babe,” he warned. “That thing is… it’s not normal.”

“Wait!” She cried out. “We can sell it. We don’t know what it is. It talked to me—”

“I’m gonna kill that thing, babe,” he warned. “It’s fucking with you.”

“Noooo,” Evie protested weakly.

“It’s not right. It needs to die.”

Both the girls called out that no, actually, it was a thinking creature with wants and needs. By now, the creature looked even cuter and more pathetic than it had when he’d only gotten glimpses of it. Two large black eyes regarded him sorrowfully above a huge mess of long whiskers.

“Okay what the fuck?” he demanded.

“I wanna keep it,” Ashley said.

“Me… too…” Evie panted.

Quiverwhisker was Journeyman level 1, much higher than him. Staves told him it consumed bodily fluids, and used an array of empathic abilities to keep the bodily fluids coming.

“Nope,” he retorted. “I’ve been trying and failing checks against that thing over and over. We don’t know what it is and what it’s doing to us.”

Luckily for him, for the time being, the intense arousal pheromones had stopped working. He could think again.

“You don’t understand,” Ashley said. “That thing kept me in hit points and mana. It was almost dead when I came down here, and I was almost dead, but it feeds on… sex. It gave me some regeneration power or something.”

“Ashley—”

“It’s not right. We can’t just kill it.”

“Fine. Then we’re done.”

She stared at him, and hugged the creature to her nude body protectively. It sounded a bit like a guinea pig, clutched between her breasts like this. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not staying with you and that.” If it came down to combat, he could take her. If Evie was involved, the situation was a lot dicier, but he could afford to die and be reborn. He had the Full Revives. “I swear, so help me, I will dump your ass off at the nearest big city and we will part ways, and that will fucking be that. Or I can leave the both of you right fucking here. Battle whatever comes your way without me.”

Now that had finally gotten through. She stared at him in horror. He could see the realist in Ashley boiling up with pure, animalistic terror at a future without him. Both Ashleys knew she wouldn’t survive long without him. Evie was pretty good, but she also knew that Ashley was dead weight. Immediately on the heels of that realist coming to the fore, the old Ashley briefly surfaced. Anger twisted her orcish features.

The creature appeared to be slumbering, or satiated, and Evie turned a fearful glance at it. Still though, she didn’t raise a hand against it.

“Is that it?” Ashley demanded, staring him in the face. Tears threatened, which was just a fucking delight. Of course she would. “Ultimatum time? It or you?”

He was resigning himself to this interaction not going his way. “Either that thing goes, or I go.” He would have to find another adventuring party. It was fine. Ashley was one step above worthless as an adventurer.

And he’d just upped both his luck skill and Lucky Attribute. Cripes, maybe it worked in reverse or something.


21- Ultimatum Time

Friday, Day 1

The remainder of the ascent out of the dungeon and then the walk back to Mexicali was not remotely fun or enjoyable. He didn’t want to travel with them but wasn’t about to murder his own girlfriend over their direction of travel, which was the same as his.

He couldn’t believe the talk had gone like that, but didn’t press them. He didn’t need to be with them. He could find other companions. Fuck that thing, and fuck them.

Ash was frustrated that neither of them were grateful at being saved by his knowledge of magic and quick thinking. He was too proud to apologize, not that there was anything to apologize for. They were in the wrong here. Whenever he so much as thought about eliminating the adorable little fluffykins, the girls went on alert, darted away, and brought up their cards to combat him. Like, he saw their card selections happen as soon as he made his own.

The empathy creature could read his intentions, and was clearly influencing Ashley and Evie. They were too deeply into whatever pheromonal or empathic magic it was emanating to see what it was doing to them. Which was quite a lot frustrating.

If there was one consolation, it was that the walk back to Mexicali was pretty short. The creature seemed satiated with the amount of whatever it consumed: girl juices or horny thoughts or moans or whatever.

He was also too pissed off to think clearly. If he had, he would’ve known to grab up some of his Staves or Arcana consumables and boost his skills, consequences be damned. Instead he just stewed, and tried to tell himself he was just fine without them. There were other adventurers. Ashley was pretty close to dead weight, despite the obvious advantage of the sex, and the feeling needed parts. Evie would be missed, but he had no doubt he could replace them.

Soon the ruined tavern came into view. Good. Ash was pissed off enough to want to tear down the two walls still standing, and maybe even destroy what remained of the floor and furniture.

They approached the tavern keeper, the quite nervous tavern keeper whose leg was drumming on the dust-covered wood floor.

Quest completed! Clear the owlbears (side quest)

The owlbear menace has been eradicated. The tavern keeper will still have a lot of work to do before he can open up shop again, but he won’t have to look over his shoulder while he picks up the pieces of his life. Ensure the death of the creatures: 2/2.

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +1 random item card, +1 random card, +250 coins for the party.

Three cards fluttered down onto the table. One of them was 250 coins, and the other two he didn’t even look at.

“Increase the quest reward,” Ash demanded. He succeeded a quick Clubs (Fierce) check even as the words left his lips.

“I can’t,” the tavern keeper responded. The drumming leg and wringing of hands were noticed and ignored.

“You set us up and then tried to kill us with your goons. Up the reward.”

“I can’t. I mean I literally can’t!” He flinched like he was about to be cut down where he stood. “You completed the quest, so it’s locked in now.” This made Ash wonder just how much like a real NPC this guy was. Most NPCs in old video games, and a lot of them in newer games, were simply invulnerable. Could this guy even be killed?

He thought it over and decided not to conduct a new experiment yet. They’d burned through enough hours not going after Lucy, Jez and baby Damien. “Give us a new quest with higher rewards then.”

“I… can’t do that either. It has to be an objective you can complete.”

Ash stared at him. “And?”

The tavern keeper looked around. “I… I’m not… I’m not going to ask you to clean up the shop.” Perhaps the man instinctually knew that he’d be cut down where he stood if he asked Ash and the girls to sweep up his ruined tavern.

Ash folded his now much larger arms and stared. He could just about smell the sex stink coming off the little monstrosity that was twisting their minds. He wanted to get up topside and maybe find… an apothecary. Get some magical curse or poison or acid to splash on the little ball of fuck stink.

One thing at a time though. A quest appeared.

You have been offered a Quest!

Side Quest: Pick flowers.

Pick Flowers (side quest)

The tavern keeper needs to spruce up his tavern with some light decorations for the tables here. Won’t you take a look around and see how you can help? Find and retrieve 5 violet dreesons: 0/5.

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +250 coins for the party.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

Glowering, Ash slid the 250 coins toward him as menacingly as he could manage, and disappeared it into his inventory. Stabbing the Yes button, he then stomped off without a word. The reward wouldn’t be as big. He didn’t care.

Unfortunately, unlike other quests where he was given an arrow and meters-to-the-target information, he got nothing here. He needed to search. Thankfully the violet dreesons were easy to spot, since the game helpfully lit them up when he scanned the terrain. He found one growing against the wall of a nearby building, and another half-crushed by a barrel. By the time he found a third one, the UI informed him that all five had been found.

He surged with irrational anger that Evie and Ashley were helping. The traitors. He was even angry with himself for how angry this was making him. Sure it made no sense, but these things often don’t. He wasn’t the type of person to lose his cool over this, which only reinforced his anger and the irrational belief that the creature was influencing him as well as the girls.

He promised himself that he wasn’t going to watch them go at it again. If they stayed with that thing and protected it, he would just take the Wind Runner and go grab his friends by himself. And when a soft pulse of magic from the creature tried to calm him, he immediately cast Dispel and grew even angrier.

He’d get the ship fixed. By himself. Sail the ship. By himself. Somehow brave the Journeyman level threats. By himself. Or enlist new adventurers. Hotter ones maybe. Certainly more capable ones.

Spellcraft was not a place where you could be on your own in high danger areas, and it looked as though everywhere was a higher danger area because of his raising Diamonds to Journeyman rank. But right now he didn’t care. He would brave it, or look around Mexicali for anybody who wanted passage on a sky ship in exchange for the ability to fight.

He snatched the two other unearthly purple flowers from Evie and Ashley, who had the gall to look contrite.

Quest completed! Pick flowers (side quest)

Although the tavern is going to need a lot of work before it can handle customers, at least the place will look and smell nice. Find and retrieve 5 violet dreesons: 5/5.

Reward: +1 skill level for each party member, +250 coins for the party.

Another 250 coins appeared, and this time Ash slammed his hand down on the table. Okay, two skill levels was not nothing. He could use those.

In fact, he boosted his Wands skill once, and then tried to put another one in Diamonds. He didn’t think the situation with the Quiverwhisker was the fault of his bad luck, but it couldn’t hurt to have more. However, he got a notification that Journeyman level 1 would mean a chance of Expert level threats, on top of Amateur or Journeyman. Harder than what they’d already dealt with… no, he wasn’t ready for that.

More needless annoyance. “Fine,” he muttered to himself, and put the level in Hearts. He needed to figure out what was driving the girls, and start using Hareminator to the fullest. If Ashley and Evie left, good fucking riddance to them if they did, he needed at least one crew member for the Wind Runner, and preferably two. Upping his Relationships with his new crew would give him a whole host of xp he could really use.

“Fine,” he grumbled, and stalked over to where the ferryman had kept a place for Wind Runner.

His coin card out, he stared down at the number: 112 coins.

“What in the actual fuck?”

A cascade of messages appeared at this point, and looking at the first one explained the rest.

Congratulations! You have made a monthly payment to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles. You are paid a month in advance!

The next message was nearly identical: he’d paid up two months in advance. And three months in advance. Although this soured his already pissy mood, he couldn’t help but smile and laugh darkly. Whatever was in that fucking contract was auto-deducting his money whenever he got to 200 coins.

Eventually he found the tab allowing him to see the cost to be paid on the Wind Runner, and laughed even harder: still over 4,000 coins. Hard to be angry at Ray Eastman, when it was his own fault he hadn’t read the damn contract. Still, they had the money to ascend to the top of Mexicali, even if they didn’t have the money to do anything once they got there. Hopefully this town would have the standard rat infestation quests.

If the girls couldn’t stay with him, he’d do all the damned quests in town and pay off the entirety of the ship, then get money for repairs. He had a feeling the magical nature of the contract meant he wasn’t going to weasel out of the deal by handling the coins cards with gloves or tongs or something.

“All right,” he said, still smiling ruefully. “I’m heading topside.”

Ashley’s chin thrust forward, trembling. “We’re also going up.”

He nodded sharply. He had suffered a lot over the last two years from Ashley, but this was a new fucking low. Still, he wasn’t about to invite the city guard to intervene when he attacked a helpless girl. “Then let’s get this road on the show.”

“Don’t you mean show on the road?” Evie asked timidly.

He bared his teeth and she flinched. “I do not.”

The ferry was little more than a platform with magic repulsers like the bottom of the Wind Runner, constructed of sturdy planks with a strong rail surrounding it. A small area near the controls had a sloped sun shade, where the girls immediately headed, while the Wind Runner sat on the open deck.

Both Ashley and Evie seemed to accept Ash’s loss, and he tried to convince himself he didn’t care. Of course they wouldn’t see reason, since they’d been bewitched by the sex creature. He let them go and tried not to sneer at them. They couldn’t help what had happened to them anymore than he could help the coins being transferred over to Ray Eastman.

The ride up allowed him time to stare first at the floating island, the roots and massive lumps of mana-rich crystal poking out of the bottom, then at the landscape surrounding Mexicali. The bank of fog still obscured the way south, to that massive mountain, but both east and west had unobstructed views of a landscape completely transformed. Over east were pillars of rock extending up like trees and fanning out, creating a canopy of stone some fifty to a hundred feet above. The under area was like a gloomy forest floor, holes in the stone here and there allowing sunlight in, while the area above was spotted with grasses and looked treacherous.

Over west, where they’d be headed if he was at all successful, the floating islands weren’t so much islands as boulders. It was like an asteroid field, with the rocks floating up and down, crashing into one another, spinning slowly out of control in zero gravity, and littering the whole place in shards of rock. Some creatures zigged, zagged, and dove this way and that through the rocks, hunting smaller prey he couldn’t make out from here. And that went on as far as the eye could see.

On the other hand, his vision was definitely sharper than he’d ever experienced in his life.

They made it topside after a slow ascent of twenty minutes, and a crew of hired muscle lifted the Wind Runner off the ferry, and onto the land. A dock master approached with clipboard in hand, and demanded basically the rest of his coins just to have a place to store his little ship. This being a floating island, space was at a premium, you see, terribly sorry about that, blah blah blah.

Ash had no time or patience to argue. He forked over the remaining 35 coins and put the other 15 on IOU. He was left now with two. Absently, he separated it out into two single coin cards, melded them together, separated them again, and melded them over and over. Two, one, two, one. His adventuring party no longer a thing. Going it alone. Fine, so be it.

One card, two, then one, then two. Together, alone, together, alone.

They advanced through the upper crust of Mexicali (or however they spelled it now) together, enjoying scents of baking corn, earthy peppers, stewing tomatoes, and other delightful smells Mexican food had on offer.

He slid the two coin cards together. They’d separated from the moment he started haggling with the dock master about a place to store Wind Runner. They were… not far off. It wasn’t a big town and they stuck out.

“Fine,” he told himself darkly. “They can do what they want.” He didn’t need them. He had two coins and a broken ship, but he had a hoard of expensive and rare cards.

He actually made it a good halfway across the length of the single main street of hard packed earth before the bullshit started. This allowed him to see the downtown of Mexicali transformed: the catholic church was now a towering temple of ivory, impossible flying buttresses, glowing crystals floating above razor thin spires, and marbling that ran a gamut of colors. Literally rainbow marbling in the midst of milky white stone walls. Beside that were more modest structures of stone, wood and adobe, one and two floors high but these were generally airier and loftier than typical thickly built mud homes. Also, the adobe had been carved into fabulous geometric shapes and painted… perhaps magically. If not, some of the rusty red walls were hung with large banners. The result was a riot of color.

As for the people, a lot of them still had that shell-shocked, meandering slowly around feel to them. They had no idea what was going on or what to do about it. Some few of them were other races aside from human, but most had a dazed expression Ash completely understood from his few minutes in this new world. One woman was staring at her hands like she’d never seen them before.

“Ash?” Evie called from a good ten meters off.

He took a deep breath. “What?”

“You’re still with us, right?”

He turned and regarded her with frank amazement. “No I’m not with you. No, a hundred percent no. I’m on my own. You two chose that thing—”

He was cut off when a delighted shriek pierced the air. Ash thought it was a young woman at first, but whirled to find an elf with dark skin and a whole lot of jewelry to make up for the lack of shirt and gauzy shorts. Ash pulled his eyes away from the elf man and saw that he’d broken away from another group of half-naked young men of different races and colors. One was a felinian… or a fox-man rather, and dressed in nothing but a banana hammock. All of them were gasping, excited beyond belief to see Ashley and Evie.

Both glanced at him, panicked, before the swarm of glistening studs pulled them into what had to be a brothel. Ash followed, more curious than alarmed.

Inside, Ashley was listening to a man talking a mile a minute to an aged half-elf woman who had once been quite beautiful, and still wore it well. Her arms were crossed behind straining breasts, though one hand soon drifted up and began tapping the side of her nose.

“We’ll buy it off you,” she said at last. Then, seeing the looks she got from Ash’s two lady companions, she let out a loud sigh. “Oh, don’t give me that look. It’ll be well cared for and get plenty of what it needs to survive. I promise it won’t be hurt. These things can feed up to six times a day.”

“But… we like it,” Evie said, then turned a wondering look towards Ash, where he was turning to leave.

Ashley glanced at the Quiverwhisker, then up at the elf, then back down at it.

The madam considered this, still tap tapping on her nose. Her lips pursed, then flattened into a line then pursed again, several times over.

“I’ll give you five thousand coin for it,” she said at last. Silence fell over the room, and one of the young men actually fainted into the arms of several of his friends.


22- Keep Doing That

Friday, Day 1

Although it seemed to pain Ashley, she decided to sell the creature off to the madam and pocket a sizable amount of coin, plus a letter. He learned all this a few seconds later, when they sprinted up to him, breathless, and showed him the card with the 5,000 coins on it.

Ashley and Evie were also even given the chance to go one more round with the Quiverwhisker, in a nice private room with good soundproofing, if they so chose. Ashley gave the pink tribble a longing look and blew a kiss at it while Evie dragged her out of the brothel.

Now away from it, the two of them approached him fearfully.

“Ash?” Evie asked, and when he didn’t respond, she reached out like he was a trained lion and pressed her fingers to his hand. When he still didn’t respond, she took his hand and kissed the back of it. “We’re sorry.”

“We are?” he asked quietly.

Ashley took a few more seconds to crack. When she did, she hugged his other arm and buried her face in his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ash. It… I was weak. I’m really sorry.”

They’d been under its power. All three of them. But it had worked its magic on a much weaker Ashley to keep itself safe. He successfully resisted it when they couldn’t. He knew this, and couldn’t stay mad about it. He didn’t want to admit that it had worked on him too, and only keeping the hell away from it had saved him from being its third biggest fan.

Last, he couldn’t handle money. He definitely needed them for the 5,000 coins, to repair the ship, since every time he handled any coins they disappeared into Ray Eastman’s pockets. They’d have to prove that they were really sorry, so that after the ship was fixed up, they’d stay in his party. For now he’d keep them.

Ashley and Evie were apologetic about the whole situation and let him know with a lot of physical contact. They even went so far as to try and give him 2,000 coins, but he refused, telling them exactly what was happening to his money.

“So… are we good?” Ashley asked after all was discussed. Evie peeked out from behind one beefy or arm and blinked innocently at him, as if she were using his girlfriend as a meat shield.

He let them sweat it a bit, keeping silent and heading back toward the warehouse district where the Wind Runner was uselessly taking up space.

“Ash, you have to understand. That thing… I’ve never felt anything like that. It had to be some kind of mental, emotional effect. And it wasn’t… it didn’t drain life or anything. It just felt good. No drawbacks. Does that make sense?”

“We’re sorry, Ash,” Evie added.

“I know,” he said flatly. “You weren’t yourselves.” He was tired of the whole thing.

“By the way, Madam Boobies asked us if you were with us. She seemed to think you could make us a whole lot of money,” Ashley said, trying to lighten the mood. “We could spend a couple of days with you earning your way… with your butt.” When nobody laughed, she lapsed into a grumpy silence. Ashley was not used to being in this position and didn’t know how to handle it.

“I know what you need,” Evie said. “You need a good hearty meal and a full eight hours of sleep. We’ll put this shit to rest and you’ll be all right in the morning.”

That was certainly true; the sun was setting and painting the sky a brilliant swath of glorious colors. The day had started with a complete reorientation of the entire world, followed by a steep learning curve. He needed sleep.

Using the girls’ newfound wealth that he didn’t want to touch, they swiftly organized a room at a local inn, got a hot dinner sent up, and grabbed a hot bath as well. This went on for long enough that his fingers got wrinkly. Afterwards Ashley put a fluffy robe on him, and led him to where Evie sat with a tray of food. It was almost like they knew exactly how close they’d come to being marooned here, with or without the damned ship.

“I’m heading back to the warehouse district with this money to get the repairs sorted,” Ashley said, too brightly. “Play nice, okay?” Worried eyes tried to judge his reaction to her levity and what she perceived as generosity.

“Uh, sure.”

Ashley left, grinning at him, and he soon heard her footsteps on the stairs down to the first floor of the inn.

He turned to Evie.

“Sorry,” she said, one bare leg poking out of her own robe, lying on the bed next to the food. “I was hungry.”

Turned out she’d eaten half of it already. Luckily, there was still enough tamale left for him. Which she insisted on feeding him.

“It’s all right,” he told her, but then opened his mouth and allowed her to stick some in there.

“I feel bad,” she said. “I wasn’t… I couldn’t stop myself.”

“You shouldn’t,” he told her. “Perfectly natural to want to have sex with an insatiable empathic sex-drinking monster.”

She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Shush.”

“How are you feeling about the whole thing?” he asked.

“Surprisingly good,” she said. “Your girlfriend, um… she tastes delicious. It was probably the creature but…” She squirmed a little here. “I liked it. Like way more than I should’ve. Are you okay with the fact that we… did it?”

“Did what?”

“Uh, you know. It. We did it. Sheesh, Ash, you watched us do it. You were there.”

“Still not sure what you mean.”

“I mean we fucked! Her pussy was all over mine. I licked her all over, like everywhere. She put her tongue in my butt.”

He grinned, and tried to put this behind him. “I get to watch two beautiful women go at each other and orgasm over and over.” He still wasn’t pleased with sharing them with that fuzzy orgasm machine, even if it hadn’t laid a finger on either them.

“You don’t need to feed me,” he said.

She popped another morsel into his mouth and took his hands, placing them on her legs. “You just let Evie take care of everything, okay?”

“Oh? And does Evie often refer to herself in the third person?”

“Yes,” she said. “When Evie is in a new world surrounded by strangers and nearly lost her big, burly protector when she was seduced by a living coosh ball.” Then she rubbed her thighs together, warming his hands. They were smooth and glistening in the dim light.

“Evie is really sorry,” she whispered. “She hopes you won’t be too upset with her, and… she hopes you can understand a little. She just lost her whole world, and then her brother.” Tears were threatening. “She’ll do anything to make it better.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

“A girl knows when it’s fine and when it’s not fine. Right now it’s not fine.” She pulled his hand further between her legs, where it grew hotter, then squeezed it between them. “What do I need to do to convince you?”

He didn’t need her to do anything and told her so. And although he meant this, and was just drained from the whole ordeal, she pressed on, scooting forward until his hand encountered the junction of her thighs.

Still, he didn’t move. The less he responded to her, the more concerned she was, and that was now a sort of game he was playing with himself, and her. He wondered where this was going, or rather how far he would let it go.

“I’ll tell Ashley to apologize again,” she said, and squirmed, so his fingers rubbed against her lower parts. She then took his other hand and raised it to her mouth, where she began sucking on his fingers.

He didn’t want Ashley to apologize based on some external influence. Ashley needed to pull herself together by herself, although he was coming around to the idea of having Evie as a sort of handler. Dealing with Ashley’s nonsense would be a lot easier with Evie around.

Banishing his dark thoughts was easy with Evie’s cleavage super visible and her leg all the way visible.

“I would’ve sucked your cock while Ashley and I were doing it,” she said quietly. “You’ve got a nice cock. I mean… it felt nice. I don’t know how it tastes yet.”

She would soon, if the stirring in his pants had anything to say about the matter. Her admitting to everything was having an effect on him.

“Can I tell you something?”

“You already have,” he said. She’d said so much already. “But go right on ahead.” He was succeeding a Hearts (Lucky) check as he said the words.

“I want to do it again. With Ashley.” She went through a full body shivering fit, rubbing herself against his fingers and sucking on his thumb. She was turning herself on just talking about it. “I want to know if it was just the influence of the creature, or if I’m bi, I guess.”

He nodded. “I get you.”

“But she’s your girlfriend.”

Another nod. She fed him yet again, and afterwards, she leaned forward and licked at the corner of his mouth. She giggled.

“You had a little bit extra there. So anyway, I need to ask your permission.”

That wasn’t how Ashley Vanderpelt worked, ordinarily anyhow. Just yesterday, if she wanted to fuck around she would, and she’d made that quite clear. Before the end of the world, at least. He’d always worked hard to keep her satiated, and she’d always told him precisely how many orgasms she needed, or what weird things she wanted to try. And the insane thing was, he’d done that. A lot. Routinely. Everything she asked for.

In his defense she was hot, and liked sex, and was open to stuff involving whipped cream, for instance, and being tied to the bed, and being blindfolded, and being tickled.

The apocalypse had changed that, putting reality right on its head. Ashley was now ready to do basically anything to remain by his side.

“You didn’t ask her permission to seduce me right now, so I don’t see what difference it makes.”

“Didn’t I?” she asked, and got up onto her knees, then shrugged off the robe. He hadn’t really taken time to appreciate her before, and enjoyed the medium brown skin. Her nipples were thick and jutted out, and where Ashley was clean shaven Evie had a thick bush of orangey curls leading down into the promised land.

“Let me feed you a little more,” she said, and pulled his head to her breasts.

He couldn’t imagine Ashley being okay with sharing him. They didn’t know about the card he had in his deck. Then again, Ashley had been in hard survival mode ever since this morning and Evie was both capable and fit in well with their current group.

He wasn’t about to second guess it any longer. He latched on and started really working his tongue over the nipple on offer. She pulled his hand to the other one while making appreciative sounds.

“You should taste this as well,” she said, drawing his hand up from her pussy, now smeared with juices. She beat him to it though, and licked it all off him. He chuckled.

“Horny much?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think… just… the idea of being with a couple. It’s really hot. I want to suck on you while she licks me, and watch you slide in and out of her, and take you while you eat her out, and we kiss… and… farfagnugen, Ash, your girlfriend is hot. You’re hot. Can I, I don’t know, be your second girlfriend?”

In response, he pushed her back on the bed. Ash enjoyed her exclamation of surprise, and then the louder moaned exclamation of surprise that followed after when he buried his face in her pussy and began lapping.

The way she had a filthy mouth ordinarily but stopped swearing as soon as things turned to sex was adorable.

“Wait… ohhhh fiddlesticks. I’m supposed to do you ohhhhh. Shinola, that’s good.”

Ash kept at it, especially when her fingers snaked into his hair, feeling around his ears, gripping his hair, tightening her thighs on either side of his head. Groaning out encouragement.

“That,” she gasped. “Ohhh that that that that keep doing…”

Ash kept doing that, and soon she moaned out, what sounded like half a cry of pain and half a plea for more, and started shaking on his mouth. Her legs tightened and quivered for a good ten seconds before she gasped and seemed to remember he needed to breathe, and not have his head crushed.

He got up, wiping her juices from his stubbly chin up onto his tongue, grinning. Now he loomed over her, and she stared down between her legs at what he was ready to give her.

“I want… to suck it,” she said.

“This is how Ashley hates to do it,” he said, and pushed her little body all the way to the edge of the bed, so her head was hanging over the side. He made his way around slowly, with her watching him approach. The anticipation only served to make him harder. She got the idea, and opened her mouth to accept him, upside down. In this position, she had zero power, zero leverage, and zero control.

He watched in fascination as her throat bulged and she tried to take him further and further. Eventually she had to tap out though, and gagging around his girth turned into sputtered coughing.

“I can see why she doesn’t like it,” Evie said. “Do it again.”

He did, this time slowly easing himself further in, then out when she reached her limit. It wasn’t the best blowjob he’d ever had—Ashley still held that title—but she licked up and down the shaft, and around the head whenever he pulled free, then rolled onto her stomach and did a much more skillful job.

A good five minutes of very enthusiastic sucking and licking later, she pulled off, making sure to stroke him with one tiny hand. Lord but he looked enormous compared to that little hand of hers.

“What… do you want to do? We can do anything.” He noticed her ass wiggling back and forth.

He appreciated how far she was willing to go to prove her contrition, and though he kind of wanted to assert his dominance by painting her face, he could also do that after a good fuck session.

He had her do most of the work, laying down on the bed while she bounced up and down on his pole. Although she worked in jerky movements, shot off like a rocket orgasmically and seemed to tire easily, it didn’t matter: he could simply hold her by the ass and either pull her up and down like a fuck puppet, or thrust upward from below. He did both, and both were great.

She seemed to climax on a two minute schedule. She popped off and flopped onto his chest, resumed fucking him afterwards, then went off again with her hands behind her, on his knees for support. The second time he had to cradle her body on his legs while she stopped spasming and slowly get the power back in her to keep going.

After her third climax he got her on her knees and went at her until the fourth one struck and she collapsed onto her stomach. He ended up pinning her to the bed, pounding relentlessly. She breathlessly asked him to stop… she couldn’t… wait… but he didn’t do any of those things, and instead kept up his relentless assault. In this position, some part of her rubbed against him the right way, and soon he felt his own climax approaching.

He growled in her ear that she was going to take it all over her face, and she breathlessly accepted, so when he pulled out, she flipped onto her back, scooted a little and opened her mouth wide. She closed her eyes, and it was a good thing she did, because he came far more than he ever had in his life.


23- Not Knowing When To Quit

Saturday, Day 2

The repairs cost basically the rest of their newly made money, from the sex furball. Ashley had upped her Coins skill as per his instructions but the cost of the repairs still came to over thirty-five hundred coin. He’d had a sliver of hope there was a quest to get them the repairs in return for eradicating a giant rat infestation or something, but no dice.

Repairs were slated to take two days, which was a non-negotiable number, so Ash shrugged, got some of the best sleep of his life, and woke refreshed at it-didn’t-matter-anymore-o’clock.

The girls were being really nice to him. He woke sandwiched between Ashley and Evie, the absolute best way to wake up, with a bunch more experience than last time.

Then he let them cuddle up with one another, and snuck down the stairs to get a better idea of what life here was going to be like.

Although it was technically the weekend, weekends no longer existed as such. He had a whole lot to do. First up, he checked over the xp gained from Hareminator. Getting in bed with Evie again had resulted in fewer xp than before, but not nothing. They were still Intimate Friends, but her rating had gone from +56 to +75. +19 points apparently meant 950 experience points to play with. That was nearly an entire level of Amateur, which was awesome.

Checking over his stats, he was conflicted over the options. First, he could up his Attuned and deal more damage in magical combat, more Quick, which was lagging, or more Tough and take more damage in combat.

More Tough would also give him more staying power in bed.

“Priorities, Ash,” he told himself. He also had the option of going back into skills. He could definitely use Coins right now, Arcana had popped up and he’d been unable to get information because of it, and he didn’t have any Cups. Since those would be Beginner, he could rank them up three times and still have xp left over. The decision was a tough one, but he decided to go with Coins right now. He kind of wished he’d woken Ashley and brought her along, but hadn’t wanted to wake her. She was always more beautiful while asleep… or with her mouth full of his shaft. One of those was slightly more common than the other. So Coins got boosted from 40 xp at unranked to Amateur 1. This cost him 360 xp total.

“Nice,” he muttered. Continuing along, he had 590 xp left, and this was not enough… he wanted to boost his Lucky. The Hareminator card caused him to rethink Lucky and Diamonds. So he saved these.

First up, check his stock of cards. While he’d slept, Deck Erector generated one consumable xp card, two copies of the common version of Elemental Blast, a Dispel, four Adventurer and Specialist cards that wouldn’t do him any good at the moment, and his first summon of common rarity, Rain of Toads.

He merged the two commons into an Elemental Blast, then went to retrieve his Elemental Blast to make it into a rare and remembered he couldn’t take any of the cards out of his action deck until he ranked up to Journeyman or bought a deck remaking spell. Shit. He couldn’t merge Dispel either, not yet. Well, he could insert it into his deck for more attack magic.

His consumable xp, the Two of Swords, was common rarity and would only grant him 50 xp, so that was no good. He fished around for another Two of Swords but didn’t find one. Oh, he had a Four of Swords, and a Five of Swords, also common and only worth 50 xp, but neither wouldn’t meld together with the Two of Swords, or each other. Annoying.

“How about Rain of Toads?” he mused, heading out into the late morning street, which was bustling with activity.

He chuckled at the image of people fleeing from a bunch of toads falling from the sky. The effect was a rain of toads that dealt 1-4 damage each round of 6 seconds, over the course of up to 10 rounds. The toads would die on impact, and couldn’t be controlled. After the 10 rounds, the toad corpses would dissolve into the magic that created them.

This told him future summon cards that weren’t trash could be controlled. He couldn’t wait to get something badass, a tiger or a dinosaur, or even a dragon, though he bet that dragon summons were for much higher level than Journeyman.

So far he wasn’t impressed with summons, but was definitely looking forward to something better. He turned his attention to the world around him and really paid attention.

People, especially people who were formerly Mexicans, knew what needed to be done and hopped to it. These industrious people had wasted precious hours yesterday trying to figure out what had become of their lives, and now had it more or less in hand: grow and make food, forage and pick food, or head out and hunt food, preferably in packs. The people who were now craftsmen and artisans started doing their jobs while staring at their hands as if they couldn’t understand how they knew how to make jewelry, or candles, or baskets.

Several floating skiffs were already returning with various kills. One of them was a centipede-looking lizard with half its head melted into obsidian. The Adventurers were grumbling about one of their people turned to stone, and this monster being barely a baby.

“Yikes,” he muttered.

In addition to markets and restaurants, the topside Mexicali had a few interesting shops that had never existed here before. The apothecary was full of drying herbs hanging from the roof. Directly beside it stood a card stall, where a youth had painted several examples on pieces of bark, wood, and stone. Ash recognized some of the consumable skill cards, and a few consumable attribute cards he’d never seen before. He also recognized the basic versions of some Adventurer, Caster and Specialist cards, with near-identical copies behind them, representing the uncommon and a few of the rare versions.

“Hey,” he said. “You got anything for a Sorcerer?”

The kid didn’t even pause in his card painting, but instead shrugged and gestured vaguely over to where the sign read Sorcerer.

He had expected everything in Spanish, but then realized he’d say ‘hola’ instead of ‘hey’, and everything else flowed naturally after that. No language barrier at all. Thank heavens for small miracles.

The Sorcerer section was mostly empty of interesting cards, except for the rare version of Mana Surge, which was called Boiling Blood. The shopkeeper hadn’t painted on the text, only the little Sorcerer watermark and a slightly different picture, that of a Goku power up, but with reddish energy instead of blue.

Although the red mages had battled and then kidnapped that blue mage, he thought the color of the aura around the picture wouldn’t matter. He’d find out one way or the other anyway.

“You got one of these?” he asked, pointing.

The kid eyed him. “Maybe. You got coin?”

“I can trade in kind. Rare for a rare?”

The kid snorted. “Listen amigo, no offense, but a schmuck like you don’t got any rares. You ain’t wearing any card items. You look like a Beginner.”

“How do you know that?”

The kid shrugged. “Stop wasting my time, old man. Come back when you got something good, or some coin, or gems.”

Ash fished out one of his few gem cards, a rare one called Polished Ruby. So far as he could tell, they only came in chips, larger gems that looked like what you’d see in a luxury wedding ring, or this thing. The picture made the ruby look like the size of a walnut. According to the text on the card, it was worth 2,000 coins. He wished he’d thought of it when dealing with Ray Eastman, though now that he was looking at Boiling Blood, he was glad he had it.

The kid stared at him, then went back to his painting and shrugged yet again. The bored words tumbled out, “Deal. Hand it over.”

He passed the card to the kid, aware that a Coins check had gone, and been failed. He snorted again, angry with himself. He should’ve boosted his Coins with a consumable. He’d been so intent on saving them up. Stupid.

His window for making bonehead mistakes was closing, as the system threw more and more difficult challenges at him. He’d have to really pull it together if he wanted to live through the next few days.

The kid flicked Boiling Blood into existence. This one was no longer just a spell, but an 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.

Three minutes was a hell of a long time in combat, though 8-30 Force damage was an incredible boon. He immediately slotted it into his action deck.

And apparently now he desperately needed to complete the set.

“You got Sorcerer’s Blood?” he asked.

The kid shook his head. “You don’t know when to quit, do ya? Look, I don’t know whose throat you slit to get that ruby, but—“

He froze when Ash pulled another rare. This one was a Wizard card, Scrollcast. Since he’d never be a Wizard it didn’t really matter. Just as quickly, he made the card vanish back into his inventory.

“I don’t have Sorcerer’s Blood. You come back tomorrow I might have it.”

“And Dragon’s Blood,” he said.

“Jesu Cristo, señor,” the kid breathed. “Get gone, all right?”

It was Ash’s turn to shrug. “It’s a set. I want me a set.”

Famous last words.

***

The internet no longer existed. He hadn’t considered it in the frantic fight and flight situation of his last twenty-some hours, but holy shit, the internet was down. Not just down but never coming back. Instead he had this UI genie thing… and it was not all that helpful. Nowhere near as convenient as searching the web or heading to any of his favorite sites.

No more movies. No more television shows. He groaned.

No more face calls or messages. What he wanted to do was ensure that Lucy and Jez were still alive, still out there. This no answers thing was messing his head up, now that he had a moment to think.

“Okay, okay, think.”

He passed bakeries, a smithy, a tannery, a shop that specifically sold magic items (weird), another card shop that wasn’t just some market stall with hand-painted fake cards. He would head there next, right after he visited the magic item shop.

The bell didn’t ding, but made a twinkly sound that didn’t gel with the physical object. It also cast off a handful of blue sparkles that drifted down on him.

“Welcome,” an elderly voice called from somewhere in a well-laid out shop. Literally, aside from Ash and two other customers, the place was impeccable. Merchandise was floating hither and thither to reorganize itself, and placards with prices had their ink vanish, then new words appear on them.

“Excuse me,” he said.

“How is it I can help you, compadre?”

“I’m not sure… I wanted to make a phone call but phones don’t exist anymore. I need to reach my friends in… San Diego.”

The voice chuckled.

“Excuse me, where are you?” he asked. “I, uh, like to know who I’m speaking to.”

The figure swirled into view, a small old man made of living cloud. He floated on a kind of cloud pillow, grinning up at Ash. All told he was at least a head shorter than Ash, a pudgy little man with a gigantic cloud mustache.

“Do we have any means of communicating over long distances?”

“A lot is possible, if you have the coin to accomplish it.”

This again. He was starting to get tired of the coin problem. That dumb contract with Eastman was grating.

“I have some high value cards,” he said, and produced the Scrollcast he’d shown the kid at the card stall. He realized his error now; he shouldn’t just be flashing around a lot of valuable stuff. If that kid was part of a gang or cartel, which used to be a huge thing in the Mexico of two days ago, he’d find himself strung up and robbed clean before having his throat slit.

No telling what the failed Coins check had meant. Luckily, in this case, he passed his Coins (Charming) check, and mentally congratulated himself on increasing his Charming up to Amateur.

“Yes, well, mmm, we’ll see.” The cloud man twirled his mustache, thought over Ash’s needs a bit with his face scrunched down, then poked a finger in the air. “Ah ha! Right this way.”

And the adorable little fucker floated off, directly over the merchandise, to a back corner of the store. On the table the beige cardboard placard read Seeing Crystals and Speaking Stones, and was surrounded by crystal balls, shards of crystal about the size of Ash’s hand, and one polished glass eye that gave him the creeps.

The cloud man chuckled. “Wouldn’t you know it, these used to be telephones, flip phones, smart phones, you get the idea.”

He picked up one crystal with a purple and a green vein running through it, like you’d see in a glass marble. It immediately poofed into card form.

Ash immediately wondered how this adorable little man handled security, but realized it was probably enforced by cartel or mob goons. He didn’t want any of that kind of attention, honestly. He’d much rather get what he needed and get the information he needed about Lucy and Jez. Surely the Quest would disappear if they were dead, but it hadn’t. He brought up the quest, and saw that the arrow pointing out their location was significantly askew.

The card read Speaking Crystal, and was an Item card, just like the boots he couldn’t wear. Rare, which he hoped meant it would be enough. The kid had mentioned magical gear, and knew he wasn’t wearing any.

Activate up to once per day to speak with and hear someone with whom you have a relationship. Communication time is up to 10 minutes per activation. Relationship status and proximity ensure better results.

Okay, well, the UI listed his relationship status as Intimate Friends (+99), so probably good, but he was still about 200 km away from San Diego.

“Will you trade this Scrollcast for the Speaking Crystal?” he asked.

Coins (Charming) failed at this point.

“What else you got there, kiddo?” the cloud man asked. “This here speaking stone is worth quite a lot, and I can’t sell a Scrollcast. Ain’t an item.”

Ash frowned. He should’ve brought Ashley, but wanted to give her a chance to figure out whether or not they were going to make their couple into a threesome couple. Throuple? That was a word people used, though he wasn’t thrilled with made up words.

He kind of wanted to walk back into the room to find them making out, and both turn with lust in their eyes to get him to join them in bed. Then he’d stand next to the bed while they both lay naked next to one another and sucked—

“You all right, señor?” the cloud man asked.

“Hm? Oh, right, of course. Let me…”

He went back into his inventory and had a rummage around. He had looked over the items but the glance was cursory. They were all hyper and secret rares, and he was pretty sure secret rare was better than hyper rare… but there were also mythics and masterpieces. All way above his current pay grade.

“Can we get some privacy?” he asked.

The cloud man twirled his gigantic cloud mustache and grinned. “Sure thing, follow me.”


24- Live To Die Another Day

Saturday, Day 2

The shopkeep made of clouds brought along the Speaking Crystal card, and floated over several more tables, snatching up another item on the way. Ash watched as the small mechanical box with the tiny vials of glowing liquid transformed into a card, then popped back into existence once more as a box of teensy golden gears. As it did, he realized something had changed. Mana had been used.

He pulled out the Strider’s Boots and stared down at them. The uncommon card no longer seemed all that good or necessary. Walk 50% faster? Get sore feet slower? It seemed like he no longer needed them… except for one thing.

He concentrated, using whatever new sense was inside him, at channeling mana, and funneled a dab of mana into the card. Almost instantly it transformed into a hefty, worn-out pair of leather boots, thoroughly scuffed and beaten down by years of wear.

“Huh,” he said. So that’s how that worked.

He fished around through his cards now and discovered a rare Wand of Abjuration, but it required him to be a Wizard. Which was a pity, given that he could really use protection magic. Well, Wizards had all the neatest tricks and spells, and in return they had pitifully low health totals and defenses. Abjuration added plenty of protection spells to any draw he made, giving him constant access to circles of protection against magic, evil, elements, scrying. He imagined going into combat and instead of three cards, he had almost a dozen options. The thought made him salivate… but it was too late. He’d gone Sorcerer, for the Hareminator card.

“Come along there, kid,” the shopkeep told him.

Once inside the room, the little gearbox glowed, spun, and rapidly expanded. Before Ash could even begin to react, the box had become as massive as the whole room. Distantly, the shopkeep was apologizing.

“You understand, son,” the shopkeep said. “I got debts to pay to the cartel. Weekly protection money. They didn’t just vanish when all this washed over us. Hell, they’re even more dangerous. They showed up yesterday and explained exactly how to cause me pain. Lots of it.”

The box wasn’t actually getting bigger; Ash was getting smaller. He didn’t have Dispel handy, and when next he was able to see past the interlocking gears and spinning flywheels, he was inside the box and the cloud man was the size of a skyscraper.

“Listen, kid, you pop all your cards out of that little window there, and they’ll end up regular size. I’ll let you out of here and you’ll still get your Speaking Stone, okay? Nobody has to get hurt.”

Ash was probably the size of an action figure now, and the box the size of a small bedroom around him.

“Let me out,” he said, and threw as much intimidation into it as he could. Unfortunately, his size made his voice into a tinny little chipmunk squeak, and he failed his Clubs (Fierce) check. The UI informed him that since he was tiny, he had a massive penalty to Clubs and Fierce.

“No can do, amigo,” the shopkeeper told him. “I need at least five rare cards to give over to the cartel when they come later today, and I think you’re just the guy to give them to me.”

“If you don’t let me out,” Ash said, “I’m going to kill you and take every item you’ve got in your shop, understand?”

“And deprive my wife and three children of the only livelihood we’ve got? Are you really that much of a villain, amigo?”

“I’ll give you one minute,” Ash said, and drew out a knife.

The cloud man chuckled at the pushpin sized knife. “You gonna poke me in the eye, little friend?”

“We are not friends,” Ash said, and stabbed himself in the stomach.

His Tough wanted to resist this, but he told the UI he wanted to take all the damage.

The shopkeeper’s eyes widened, but some quick mental calculations went on and the concern faded. “Listen, if you spend your only Full Revive, you come back here and the cartel’s going to take you apart, then they’re going to steal everything you’ve got after they kill you for real. Don’t do it, amigo. You just fork over the cards—”

Ash stabbed himself again, grunting at the pain. If only killing yourself wasn’t so fucking painful.

“I’m telling you, stop that.”

“If this entire island is run by cheats and thieves,” Ash grunted, “I’ll burn the whole place to the ground and dance on the fucking ashes.”

He stabbed himself again. This time, despite all the penalties, he scored a Clubs (Tough) success.

More consideration went on in the cloud man’s eyes. “Okay listen, if I let you out, do you promise—“

Ash pelted him with an Elemental Blast. The fiery burst got him in the eye and swirled his cloud body around in a way that made it look like Ash had just taken part of his head clean off. It swirled back into place and reformed his missing eye a moment later.

“I’ll let you out, you psychopath! Just promise me—”

Ash stabbed himself again, and fell to his knees.

“You’re crazy!”

“I’m furious,” he hissed, and stabbed himself again.

“Okay, I’m letting you—”

Ash died.

***

He reappeared standing on the bed he’d slept in, which frightened the dickens out of Evie and Ashley, who were deep in conversation and staring soulfully into each other’s eyes. Both were nude and Ashley had a hand stroking Evie’s jaw lightly. He would’ve been into this if he wasn’t boiling with rage.

They froze as the tutorial time started up, and Guide appeared. This gave him time to hop off the bed before getting aroused and forgetting the whole reason he’d ventured out in the first place.

He ignored the blue ghost genie, who’d started talking in gibberish once again. Distantly, he wondered just how fragile the system and the cards and the magic might be, but this wasn’t the time for that.

It also wasn’t time to get into his first consensual threesome. Maybe after he dealt out some justice.

He recalled the array of Attributes and skills he’d had previously, and slotted all of them back in just as before.

He remade himself in seconds, only stopping long enough to add Boiling Blood to his deck, and put together his extra copies of Elemental Blast into the rare version of the card… except it wouldn’t take.

You have melded Elemental Blast x2, the UI told him. Please select a card to craft.

Ball Lightning

Fireball

Tsunami

Ice Storm

Sinkhole

Although he wanted to know what they did, he also wanted to go dish out some vengeance right fucking now. Fireball and Sinkhole both sounded like they would deal a whole lot of damage to an unscrupulous shopkeeper, and wreck his shit. Fireball seemed better for messing up a whole lot of people, and starting something bigger.

He’d make another one of the five elemental bastard spells next time. For now he grabbed up a Fireball, marveled at the much higher damage than the uncommon counterpart, and had a brief moment to wonder how far this got. Was a masterpiece rarity elemental spell capable of washing the whole planet in a layer of lava or something?

He slotted Fireball into his deck, a little sad that he’d gone with the most bog standard option available, then remembered the shopkeep trying to shake him down, and why. Although he didn’t want to be a basic bitch, he recognized why everyone loved Fireball spells.

He did not have the capacity to go Seven Samurai and save the whole town from the cartels. He’d gone in, in good faith, and been taken advantage of. He was done being taken advantage of.

When he strode into the magic item shop this time, the whole place was different. He’d spent no time at all arranging his stats, skills, and cards, so it was pretty impressive that in the minute’s walk he’d done across the downtown area to the shop, they’d cleared off most of the tables and set up a defense force.

He cast Rain of Toads first, before he even got fully inside, and laughed at the results.

The first result: the Casters among these assholes bugged out. Two scrawny twerps in robes with wands took toads to the face and bodies, got knocked to the floor, and turned to leave.

Sure Ash had to contend with the crossbowman lining up a shot, and the tanky looking dwarf coated in steel raising a mace, but he didn’t have to deal with three extra spell slingers.

He used Boiling Blood next, and watched as a wave of damage surged out away from him and the crossbowman, a moment before the bolt hit him in the shoulder. The next damage reflected back went into the dwarf, at which point Ash had Fireball and flung it at the three fleeing Casters.

The results were spectacular. First, all three of them were incinerated instantly. Second, a gout of flame at least three meters across erupted toward the back of the shop, where a lot of the magic items hadn’t been gathered into cards. They reverted into cards and started going up in flames, curling and blackening before each turning into a small burst of magic.

“I told you I’d let you go!” the shopkeeper screamed. “You psycho!”

“You kidnapped me and tried to extort me,” Ash replied, then froze the crossbowman with the ice version of Elemental Blast. Although the spell had a good chance to inflict cold, it had a low chance to inflict freeze, which locked the opponent in place. Except here it worked, coating the elf’s weapon and hand in a thick layer of ice. “All you had to do was deal with me honestly.”

The moment the shopkeeper went from being a plain old NPC to a backstabbing ass gadget shakedown artist, he and his staff had become very mortal.

“Okay! Okay! Jesu Cristo!”

“Give me my Speaking Stone and this stops.” He then took one last hit from the dwarf, and the blowback from Boiling Blood sent him crashing backwards. Ash didn’t even look, but used Force Missiles on him and enjoyed the groan of pain that followed. Although the tank was well armored, the Force Missiles ignored that and drove straight through whatever mana he had in him, just causing pain. Since they were all still pretty low level, the dwarf didn’t have enchanted armor capable of blunting magic attacks, but it wouldn’t be long before he started running into enemies equipped with that kind of stuff.

The shopkeep whisked over to him and plunked the card into his waiting hand. “Go, please. Just go.”

A toad splashed through his entire body, and when he reformed, it took him longer than the tiny Elemental Blast to the face just a few minutes ago. It also looked painful to gather his cloud stuff back up into his former shape.

“You could’ve just asked,” he growled. “You could’ve given me a fucking quest, you know that?”

“Ash?” Ashley asked from behind him.

He stalked out of the shop.

***

They followed after, but he wasn’t having it. He was in no fit state to talk to anybody except his best friend. Holding the card, he channeled mana into it and watched in fascination as it melted into a puddle of molten light, then reformed into the green and purple-veined crystal he’d seen before.

“The fuck happened?” Evie asked. “How’d you disappear like that and reappear over next to the fuckin door?”

“Did you revive? Did that shopkeeper kill you?” Ashley asked, her tone suddenly harsh.

“Because we’ll straight up murder the little fuckwad,” Evie spat. “I don’t give a shit. I don’t care how adorable his mustache was and how cute he looked riding that little cloud, nobody fucks with my m… uh…”

Both of them froze and stared down at an equally frozen Evie.

“Your what?” Ashley asked, softly.

“My friends,” she said, rubbing a hand against her neck. “That’s what I was going to say. Nobody fucks with my friends.”

Not my man. Surely not.

The crystal gave him a UI pop up that asked him who he’d like to contact.

Ash had gained 3 Evil points from the act, which incensed him. This brought him down to 3 Good overall, and kept him from the magic number he’d been going for, to see what Reputation did. Well, there was only so much he could do at once, especially when everybody everywhere was trying to run a scam using him as their patsy.

“I’ll explain in a second. Lucifer Yves Daniels,” he told the crystal.

“Lucifer?” Evie asked.

“You’ll find out, don’t worry.”

The stone surged with energy before a basketball-sized light flashed above it. It showed Lucy, pale blonde hair plastered to his head with sweat, eyes suddenly wide.

“Ash?” he cried. “Ash is that...” The connection wasn’t great.

“It’s me. You’re in San Diego?”

“…clear. We’re all... move.”

Shit. Magic wasn’t as reliable as satellite linkups and cellular data. Well, rare cards weren’t masterpiece cards.

“North, right? You’re moving north? What about Jez and the baby?”

“North, yeah. Heading… Jez… from me,” Lucy said. “…ien. …think they’re fine. Haven’t seen…”

“You in trouble?”

This part came through clearly. “It’s bad, Ash,” he said severely. “This shit’s bad. Get here ASAP okay?”

Yeah well they’d worn out their welcome here anyway. As soon as repairs were done they were flying the hell off this shitty rock.

“What can yo tell me?”

“It’s like…cking Nova Co... out here. …never seen anything…”

Nova Corridor? That was the sci-fi version of Spellcraft, done by the same gaming company. What the hell? Or, and this was an interesting thought, he could’ve meant Nova Corps, the superhero MMORPG where everybody had the choice to make the type of superhero they wanted, but most people went with Blasters. Why be as big as a house when you could choose where your energy blast originated, and make it come out of your dick?

“I’m coming, Lucy. I’ll call you again tomorrow, okay? What time is best?”

“…breaking… ear you…” The words came spotty and broken.

“Lucy!” he shouted.

The crystal shattered in his hand, and reformed into a card only long enough to blacken and explode into a potent little pulse of magic. Ash took 25 points of magical Force damage, then gritted his teeth.

Warning! A rare item has exploded! It deals 25 damage of magical Force damage. Double rare cards deal 50 damage, while Ultra rare cards deal 200. Radius of the explosion increases with higher rarity as well.

The crossbowman stood at the shop’s entrance, grinning, but not for long. A second later he had a purple glob of magic goop attached to his face and eating the flesh off his skull.

Pure aimless fury boiled up in Ash. They shouldn’t have come here. If he’d piloted Wind Runner better they wouldn’t have had the damage, he would’ve been able to sail her straight to San Diego, he would’ve been able to fight whatever had captured Lucy, separated him from Jez and their baby, and save them before they’d been force marched into something he didn’t understand. Instead now he had to fight cartel goons, and not even cartel goons, but just shop security looking to keep cartel goons off their backs.

He didn’t understand what Lucy had meant by Nova Corridor. That was the game where you’d make an alien instead of a fantasy character, and pilot ships around instead of griffins or goblin dirigibles. In Nova Corridor you deployed armies of space marines and hover tanks and shit against alien bugs like xenomorphs but with a lot more variety. Ash was only passingly familiar with it, given that he’d played with Lucy on his last Cali trip.

Maybe not everything was operating on a Spellcraft paradigm. Maybe other groups of outsiders from video game worlds had come to various parts of America and torn the world apart. He’d have to figure out even more before he was in the thick of it and surrounded by hostiles.

He knew he’d much rather stay in a land like Spellcraft, where he understood the world to a degree, than Nova Corridor, where he’d played with Lucy about half a dozen times. And he liked both of them better than Nova Corps, which he’d only seen online in a handful of video clips. He also knew he didn’t have much of a choice if he wanted to see his best friend alive.


Interlude IV- Throdric Gets the Point

He rushed over, skidded on his knees, and laid on the secondary healing spell. He’d Purity’s Soothing Caressed himself just a minute ago and his missing hand had already regrown. The vicious spear wound he’d taken through the thigh that had nearly pinned him to the wall was healed up.

Darren, however, useless idiot that he was, currently had another spear poking through most of his entire body and was spasming out his last few hit points on the floor of the boss room.

His Healing Surge spell took and began to knit Darren back together, but it wasn’t nearly enough healing to do the trick. He fumbled in his deck for the other healing spell he had, Knit the Flesh, threw it in his action deck, and immediately cast it as well. Darren’s health bar looked to have dropped to zero, the sliver of green hp disappearing from view, when it began to fill with green again. Slowly. Darren was out of this fight.

He turned and beheld the centipede thing. It was presently crawling up one wall and turning toward him. They’d taken it down a full health bar, but the fucking thing had multiple health bars and spiked him and Darren both with a new attack once the first health bar was gone.

Just pummeling it with shield bashes and mace attacks wasn’t working. It was getting faster and attacking more often. Also it seemed to be taking less damage from his attacks than it had before, so it seemed tougher.

It was massive: twelve segments about a meter long each, with razor sharp pokey legs and spines at each of the segments. It didn’t help that hitting the rubbery segment had a knockback effect, harkening back to a video game Throdric hardly remembered because he’d watched his cousin play it at age four or five, one of the Link games.

This creature also had a reddish hit location segment in the very middle, and at the very end. Hitting the thing at either of those segments did triple damage and also made it curl back in on itself. This gave you a moment of reprieve, to back up and see which way it was going to start rebounding off walls and such.

He dashed in but missed the red middle segment, instead bouncing off the one behind it and clanging to the floor. He cast a look at Darren and saw the Wizard clawing his way toward the corner of the large boss chamber.

They’d come within inches of having Darren fight the damn thing alone, when he’d entered the room and the doors snapped closed almost instantly. It was only by sheer reflex that Throdric managed to roll over the ascending door, which had initially trapped his tower shield at the ceiling level, before Darren was able to get it out with telekinesis.

And now it looked like they were both going to die.

Throdric got to his feet and used Bestial Roar, one of the cards he’d picked up right before they’d entered this room. His action deck had ballooned out to nearly twenty cards, an unacceptable number, but every healing spell he’d gotten was now required for survival.

He shouldn’t have attacked Rachel. He knew that now. They needed her, if for no other reason than she presented a target for enemies. This dungeon had gotten progressively more difficult over the last two hours, with them returning to the Save Point near death again and again, draining out both their mana and hit points. He fully expected Rachel to strike at any given moment, after any fight where he was low on mana and healing up Darren.

That anticipation had given him acid reflux, until he was basically boiling with stomach acid at the back of the throat at all times.

But she wasn’t in the room now. She couldn’t be.

Bestial Roar gave him some bonus resistances, bolstered him with temporary hit points, attracted enemies to him, and the big one, gave the enemy a series of debuffs. Speed, resistances, and accuracy all fell while an enemy was suffering from the effect of the roar.

He couldn’t wait to use it on the Ashhole.

The thought itself was like a game buff, giving him enhanced Fierce and Tough. When the centipede barreled toward him, he rolled aside and gave it a card-enhanced shield bash to the red segment. It was only when he’d taken his moment to step back that he realized he had another long spine sticking through his shoulder.

He tried to tear it free and couldn’t. The pain shot through him. Instead, he used that rest moment to engage Healing Surge on himself, then start toward Darren for another Knit the Flesh. The poor sop had only regenerated about a quarter of his health on the last two heals.

He got within arm’s reach of Darren when the centipede batted him aside and took Darren in the midsection. The Wizard died, and though the card appeared over his head in a flash of light, it was useless to Throdric here and now. Darren would reappear in the Save Point room two floors up, and there was no way back into the boos chamber.

Oh and he also had another spine sticking out of his chest, just below the other one. It made lifting his shield practically impossible.

For the first time, Throdric felt the cold chill of possibility enter his mind: he might very well not make it out of here. He’d died before, and that left him with zero Full Revive cards. Once he died here, that was it.

***

Rachel was waiting for him at the entrance to the Save Point, arms crossed and tail puffed out like a cat ready to angry. Just beyond stood the sweet healing power of the Save Point, which promised full mana, all his hit points back, and nothing to worry about.

He stared at her. His mana was spent, and all that spent mana only brought him up to a third of his full health total. He couldn’t engage any of his healing spells, and had only his Stamina to use on his shield bash and special attacks.

“Rachel,” he said. “I’m sorry.” He wasn’t. She was a stupid, ignorant cunt who deserved everything he’d given her. She deserved worse for trying to kill him. “I shouldn’t have… I was wrong.”

The words nearly caught in his throat. He hated saying them.

The problem was… now she really could kill him. She was fully refreshed, and he wasn’t. It had been agony pulling those spines out and restoring his hit points, and also curing the slowing poison in those spines.

“Give me the boss loot,” she said.

“I can’t do that.”

“That’s how you want to play it?” Her grin was full of malice and also grim knowledge: if he died, he wasn’t coming back.

“I mean I really can’t,” he said. “It’s bound to me.” This was a bluff; this wasn’t nearly difficult enough to grant the sort of amazing quality loot he was talking about. The unique, soul-bound stuff would come later. He had to hope she wouldn’t know that.

Her dagger was in his guts before he could even react, pouring in a poison that sapped his mana from little to nothing. Her other hand grabbed onto the wrist holding the mace, and he grunted out.

“You don’t think I can tell when you’re lying?” she demanded. “I know you think I’m stupid, but news flash, I’m not. I agreed to your deal because I thought you would lead us well, keep us alive, and give us loot. Instead you kept everything from us, and refused to heal us until the last possible moment. I’m done with you. Darren’s done with you. Now give it to me, and I let you go into the Save Point.”

“You’re insane,” he said.

“When you die all your items and cards are going to drop anyway,” she told him. “Time’s running out, Throdric Foecrusher.” She spat the word like it was a swear word.

With a knife in his guts, Throdric went into his inventory and coughed up the two item cards, the two consumable cards, the two special ability cards, the coins, and the one polished emerald. He held them in one bloody hand, grunting and trying to stay up on his feet.

“Good,” she spat. “That’s a good start.”

Then she twisted the knife. Now Throdric fell to his knees, writhing in pain and rage and hate and utter terror. He was dimly aware that he’d soiled his armor.

“Now you give me the rest,” she said. “All the old loot. Or you die right here and now.”

He thought the possibility of shield bashing her out of the way and then advancing into the Save Point were pretty slim, so he made a card appear, then fumbled it on purpose to make it fall to the ground. The moment she bent to get it, he shield bashed her, knocking her aside, then lurched forward and into the Save Point.

The poison vanished. The hit points came rushing back. The mana came flooding back. His stamina went to full instantly. Most importantly, the pain receded. He heard Rachel shout out in alarm, and try to get Darren to do something, but nothing happened.

He stood, turned, and glared. “Attacks and special abilities don’t work in Save Points, Rachel.”

Now everything was going to be different. No more Mister Nice Throdric.


25- Dress For The Part

Saturday, Day 2

“You’re dead, you hear!” the cloud man screamed from across the street. He had gone thunderstorm now, darkening up into a bruise-colored mass of anger that was actually spitting tiny lightning bolts and spurting rain below him. It was kind of adorable, except for the implications. “The cartel won’t stand for this. You cost them a lot of money, fuckwad. There’s no way I’m eating this turd sandwich.”

“That’s our cue to go,” Ashley said, and started tugging on Ash’s sleeve.

“I can take him alone, and that means we can definitely take him together.” And steal all the shit in his store.

He knew that wouldn’t work before the thought even fully formed in his head. The shop would go up in flames first, and all the items would disappear into various sized magical explosions.

“No, no no no no no no,” Ashley said.

“Agreed,” Evie added. “We need to fucking scoot, Ash. Right now.”

“What about the ship?”

“We’re in deep shit. I think that ship has fucking sailed, lover,” Evie said, then blinked. “Uh…”

“We’ll talk it over later,” Ashley said, and they started dragging him away from the screaming, storming sylph shopkeeper.

They were being shadowed by somebody, and though Ash wanted to veer towards them and kill the shit out of them, he also realized these were kids and weren’t really the right outlets for his anger. Could he kill kids if push came to shove? He tried not to think about it.

He also, for the first time, connected his anger with the orcish half of him. The drow part was cold and calculating, but the orc part of him wanted a fight. Needed to prove himself right by trial of combat.

Apparently that wasn’t okay with his girlfriend and his… concubine. Or however he wanted to think of Evie.

It wasn’t ten minutes before a crowd of people appeared at either side of the alleyway they’d made their way into, and that crowd enveloped them. Ash found himself buffeted on every side by chattering people, nobody seeming hostile, everyone laughing and joking and way too close to one another. He had time enough to lock hands with Evie and Ashley and that was it.

That mass dragged him along in its current for a few minutes before several pairs of arms darted out from inside the nearest building and pulled them inside.

He found himself face to face with the flamboyant elf… Ash couldn’t recall where he’d seen this one before, but then connected him with the brothel where Ashley and Evie had sold the sex creature. He’d been the one to make off-hand comments about getting rich using Ash’s ass.

This elf, like a lot of the elves he’d seen so far, was slender and could’ve been called pretty, like one of those J-pop boys who used too much makeup and started to blur the line between masculine and feminine. He had a finger up to his lips, and both had entirely too many rings. His lower lip had three, and Ash would soon spy a tongue piercing (of course), a bevy of ear piercings, one eyebrow piercing, and he wore at least two on each finger.

“Come on,” he said, leading the three of them into an adjacent room. Several of the other gigolos were already rummaging through closets and trunks.

In very short order, despite mumbled protests where he was told in no uncertain terms to shut up by his two sex friends, Ash was disrobed and transformed. They put a wig on him, a bra, stuffing for the bra, a dress, a different dress that accented his eyes better, and then a shawl.

Evie and Ashley were both receiving a similar makeover, while he stared daggers at them. Although he wanted to be angry, it was difficult with the disrobing that was happening. Ashley had acres of curves and toned green gray flesh exposed, and though Evie was smaller, he couldn’t help but enjoy glimpses of her perky body.

“Listen close,” the elf said. “Just follow. If you want to giggle, fine, but no talking, got it?”

“But—”

“Fine! He said fine,” Ashley said. She glared at him. “It’s fine, right sweetheart?”

He succeeded at the Hearts (Clever) check, and almost laughed at the UI pop up that said, Fight with Ashley Vanderpelt imminent. Agreement is the wiser course of action to avoid this. Loss of Relationship points may result.

“It’s fine,” he said, then did the zipper motion over his lips.

Ash, the girls, and no less than ten male prostitutes all left in a gaggle out a different entrance, and soon enough Ash realized they were headed to the brothel where they’d sold the creature just yesterday.

And just like that, Ash was certain they were going to try selling him back into the sex trade. The madam was going to get somebody called Mr. Ed, a gigantic dude with a horse cock to try reaming him out. Still, Ashley’s grip was crushing. She gave him one pointed look, and he took it to mean shut the fuck up.

It Mr. Ed showed up, Ash would unleash every spell available. Until then, he’d see where the day took him.

Right now it took him back into the brothel where he’d spent a few minutes just the day before. The lounge and waiting area, anyhow. It was done up in tasteful geometrically patterned tapestries over softly-painted walls, with the glow of lanterns here and there highlighting male and female flesh everywhere. Some low conversation and giggles were heard, but quickly hushed when the three of them entered.

“Welcome, welcome ladies,” the madam said, throwing open her arms. “It’s so lovely to have customers in these uncertain and strange times.”

Ash opened his mouth to start complaining, loudly, when Ashley stepped forward, holding a warning hand up in his direction. “You know what’s happening, don’t you?”

In response the madam simply gestured and led them deeper into the brothel.

Great. They passed a few wide-eyed, shirtless young men, and one starry-eyed young lady emerging from the room where she’d just been thoroughly pleasured by not one, not two, but three young studs. She was blushing at all the hand kissing she was receiving. The bizarre thing about her was she was gorgeous. Ash couldn’t figure out why she’d need to come to a brothel in the first… ah. She wanted the three-guy treatment and couldn’t get that without either being judged a lot, or broken up with by her lover. Perhaps both.

That young lady quickly hid her face in the shoulder of the largest fellow so she wouldn’t be recognized. Ash didn’t have the heart to tell her she need not bother. He didn’t care who she was, who she boned, or how many at the same time.

The next room in the dimly lit hall had them ushered into a large room containing a mammoth circular bed. Floating weak light sources spaced around the room turned out to be potion vials containing some sort of glowing liquid.

“You three will need to stay here until we can arrange passage out,” the madam said.

“No good,” Ash said.

“You don’t seem to realize what you’ve done, young man. The cartel protects every business in this city. They’re still figuring out this new… whatever this is, so they’re doing it in mass numbers. They came by yesterday while you and your friends were off killing monsters, two dozen strong. They know where your Save Point is.”

There was no way he could take two dozen. Ashley and Evie would lose their only Full Revives, and they’d be stuck in the middle of town still surrounded by goons trying to kill them. If he gave them more Full Revives, they’d just be wasted as the gangsters surrounded them again.

And here was a worse thought: the gangsters knew their respawn location, so they could just wait in the tavern, right outside the door to the room. It wouldn’t matter if they changed up their appearance after reviving.

There was only one situation in Spellcraft where you blundered into a trap like this: you were too stupid to know you were in a high difficulty area. This was definitely starting to feel like a high difficulty area.

Also, this wasn’t Spellcraft, not exactly. Spellcraft had a skill tree; this had a card system. Spellcraft had undead and night elves as player character races, and so far he hadn’t seen any undead as options.

“We just need to wait out our ship repairs,” he said. “It should be ready tomorrow.”

“Boy, you haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, have you? We need you out of this city today. Now.”

“I’m not leaving my ship,” he said. He still had 21 or 22 monthly payments for Ray Eastman to steal. They’d disappear from any coins he collected, whether he had the damn ship or not, so he wasn’t about to abandon that fucking ship.

The madam did not appear best pleased at this. “It’s that or die, boy. I’m doing you a favor sheltering you here, but eventually they’re going to make the rounds and search this place. You did me a huge favor selling me that Quiverwhisker, but I can’t make money off it with the cartels sniffing around and disrupting business.”

Ash gave her a dead-eyed glare that she returned. She had no time for his shit, and he had to respect that.

“We’ll help them,” a pair of voices said from the doorway.

The madam’s face fell into her hand and she groaned.

In walked one bipedal being made completely out of water, and the other made of flowing molten lava, obsidian shards, and black volcanic rock. Both were undeniably female shaped, they sounded like females, and introduced themselves as Mizu and Netsu.

A Staves (Clever) check told him Mizu was a naiadic, while Netsu was a volcashic.

Ashley turned to him. “We don’t even know—”

“Deal,” Ash told them, immediately thinking ’twins!’ On the heels of that thought was hoping this was another of his bonehead moments, because Ash was only two days into his new life and hadn’t stopped thinking with his dick. This wasn’t exactly hindered by the fact that he had a card called Hareminator in his deck that would send him to xp heaven just for hitting on these two.

They didn’t have to screw, he would tell himself later, he just needed to increase his relationship with them, which was already happening. It didn’t require doing anything. They could reject him over and over again for all he cared, so long as he did it in an affable way and didn’t turn them into enemies.

Evie and Ashley both started hemming and hawing, explaining uselessly that they didn’t know these two, they might just be cartel affiliated. The twins immediately shut this down, explaining that they were Japanese college students on vacation here and were looking for a way to the west coast.

“How do we know we can trust them?” Ashley whispered.

“We don’t,” Evie said, and the two shared a nod. Yeah, that wouldn’t do. Evie and Ashley had nearly chosen a living sex toy over him, so fuck that nonsense. “We need all the allies we can get,” he said. “Besides, they’ve clearly seen some stuff. They have access to restricted races.”

“What are you talking about?” So he had to go ahead and explain how naiadic and volcashic weren’t allowed at character creation. They’d done some adventuring and somehow gotten a character re-do, most likely by a Full Revive.

“It was a dungeon quest, actually,” Mizu said, flowing over to them without walking.

Ash then reminded his girlfriend that she was the resident Charming/Hearts expert, and to go make friends to see if they could indeed be trusted. This pissed her right off.

“It’s all right,” Mizu said. She sounded Japanese, on top of the name and the vaguely Asian look of her watery face. Netsu had this kind of mask made of volcanic glass that he associated with a fiery superhero from one of the comic companies or the other, which looked vaguely frowny, but had the correctly shaped eye slits. The way her non-eyes glowed through the obsidian mask was captivating.

“We’re happy to prove our intent,” Mizu said.

“Does Netsu talk?” Ashley asked, eyes narrowed.

“When there is something worthy of saying,” Netsu said.

“Don’t mind her,” Mizu said, “She’s upset that we can no longer speak Japanese as a code no one will understand.”

Netsu grumbled something that might’ve been filthy gaijin and crossed her arms over her breasts before turning away.

“How can we earn your trust?” Mizu asked.

“Just keep being your same wonderful self,” Ash said.

All eyes turned his way.

“What the f...” Ashley started, then closed her mouth. Her eyes narrowed and a look of understanding passed over her face, before darting a glance at Evie. “Never mind. We actually do need something.”

“We need to know if there’s a cartel presence around the Wind Runner, and maybe a diversion tomorrow,” Evie said.

“And something to do for the rest of the day while we lay low here,” Ashley added. “Assuming madam allows us the luxury of doing so.”

They settled on a card game, for a while. Evie and Ashley were fine wearing lady’s clothes, but he wasn’t. The wig itched, the skirt hiked up and pulled his underwear into his butt crack, and the bra dug into his ribs. Eventually he changed into his adventurer’s clothes, with madam’s disapproval. She shook a finger at him, telling him he’d better change right the hell back if the goons came knocking.

The hours ticked by. Since he couldn’t hold more than 200 coin without having it disappear into Ray Eastman’s pockets, there was no real gambling to do, which left just playing hand after hand. They grew bored, and eventually Ashley set down her cards.

Mizu and Netsu agreed to scout for them, with Netsu disappearing out of the brothel first on recon duty. That left the water girl to pop down into cross-legged position and slowly slide around the brothel floor in circles, chattering about what she and her sister had been up to.

They’d just woken up at quarter to seven by the sound of the city tearing itself in half and transforming into something utterly alien. They’d been left on the lower end to fight off various monsters, various PCs, and then go on various quests. This culminated in them looking for travel overland to the west coast, only to find nothing. Nobody wanted to go through the huge asteroid field that was west of them. So they had no choice but to save up the money to buy a carriage or skyship of their own.

One thing led to another, and soon they were in an elemental dungeon.

“It wasn’t too dangerous, huh?” Ash asked, earning him another look from Evie and Ashley. “Your sister seems like a warrior.”

“It was glorious!” Mizu said excitedly. “Puzzles and monsters and challenges. We had all kinds of strange tasks to accomplish. Luckily Netsu had a magic war hammer, and I had a bow to shoot magic arrows of light.” Mizu suddenly held a broken bow that had once been something special. It had a distinctly odd magical aura, and Staves wouldn’t identify it right off. Eventually it just said ‘this item has a distinct and unique magical aura’ and left it at that. “They deal damage to the elementals and helped us break through a wall, into a secret chamber.” Apparently, there they reforged one another with the help of the hammer, turning Netsu from a human into a volcashic, and turning Mizu from a gnome into her current watery form.

After this, Ash filled them in on what he thought the system was all about, being a hybrid between Spellcraft and a deckbuilding app he’d played on his phone for a couple of years, Gemheart. It had been enormously popular, until that head to head battle real time battle game came out a couple of years later and sapped its players away.

Ashley was initially into the explanation, but soon enough she grew bored of this too. When Netsu reappeared and Mizu left with a wave to Ash, his girlfriend announced they were playing truth or dare.


26- The Truth Emerges

Saturday, Day 2

Netsu flatly refused to play, which seemed to delight Ashley. The lava lady headed over to the corner and had a seat, and in time the whole room slowly began to bake. She’d move eventually, when Ashley and then Evie complained about the heat. For now though she simply sat silently, and smoldered.

“The rules,” Ashley said. “You answer truthfully or we veto those two coming along for the ride.”

“You do recall me not leaving you to the kobolds and their room full of TNT, right? I didn’t do that. In fact I grabbed you and the throne and got your toned, green ass out of there before it all went kablooie.”

He watched in dismay as the implication that he could’ve left her to the kobolds cost him a Relationship point, but was satisfied to see it return after mentioning her ass.

“And what about the dare part?” he asked. He wasn’t stupid; he could just pull dares the whole time and do whatever dumb shit Ashley threw at him, sexual or non.

“You have to do two truths then,” she said.

She was sitting side saddle, stretching her long green legs out from the bottom of the too-short poncho.

He was having trouble keeping his eyes off them, until he remembered Evie was also sitting across from him on the bed, and turned to find her absently fiddling with a small mechanical device, right in front of a lot more cleavage than he’d remembered her having. Was she… yes, she was pressing against the sides of her boobs and squishing them together to form that perfect line into the plunging neck line of her fraying tank top.

“Which is why you’re getting the benefit of the doubt,” Ashley said. Evie still wasn’t looking comfortable with her place in the party yet, and said nothing. Ash didn’t blame her. This whole thing was ridiculous.

“You can go first,” he told her, but she just shook her head.

“Evie then.”

Again no.

“Well then I choose dare,” he said, and crossed his hands over his chest.

“Then I dare you to hit on lava girl there,” Ashley said in a conspiratorial whisper.

No problem there. It would be xp whether he got any or not. Ash stood and headed to the other side of the room, where Netsu was floating an inch off the floor. Getting nearer to her was difficult.

“Excuse me,” he said.

Her eyes blazed behind the mask, going from a dull orange to white hot.

“I think you look amazing. Why’d you choose volcashic?”

The Hearts (Charming) check told him he’d critically failed.

She regarded him silently for several long, uncomfortable moments. Finally, she said, “Go away.”

He nodded. “Sure.”

“Now.” No hesitation this time.

He retreated back to where Evie was staring in wonder, and Ashley was snorting laughter. For that interaction, he somehow received 2 relationship points, boosting him just over the line from Strangers to Acquaintances. And that was enough to give him 500 xp, plus 100 for the 2 points. Far better than scaling cliffs all day to improve his Spades skill.

“You’re next,” he told her. “Truth or dare?”

“Truth,” she responded.

He hadn’t had anything in mind, so he searched for something relevant to the situation.

“Do you hate Lucy and Jez?”

“No,” she said, though he wasn’t convinced. He failed a Hearts (Sly) check but he wasn’t sure what that meant.

“Does that mean you like them?”

“Not my turn anymore,” she retorted. “I answered your question.”

He cursed himself for not asking a more open-ended question. He’d get her next time.

Both of them turned to Evie, who blanched under the gazes of two much larger people, both of whom she’d had sex with.

“Truth or dare, Evie?” Ashley asked.

“Uh… truth?” She swore under her breath, all the swear words blending together into a long string of adorable filth.

Both he and Ashley started to ask at the same time, until she held up her hand. “I got this. It’s coming off my turn, so you get to wait.” This was the Ashley he knew. She turned back to Evie. “Were you a virgin before… the Quiverwhisker situation?”

“Uh… no. Not really. I mean there was this guy in high school who kind of put it in and immediately came, but I don’t think it was in. I didn’t get pregnant.”

Ashley reached out and laid a hand on her arm. “Oh, dear, that doesn’t count. So Ash here was your first?”

She nodded. Meaning the puff ball was behind Ashley being her second.

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley said. “Big idiot definitely didn’t do it properly.”

“No he was great!” Evie blurted, then clapped her hands over her mouth and stared at them. “Uhh…”

“It’s all right, dear,” Ashley said.

“Is it? Is it… okay? I know you and I talked about it, kind of, and Ash and I talked about it. It’s really… not a problem?”

“Ashley’s not the jealous type,” he said.

“What is that supposed to mean?” she asked. “I can get jealous.”

She wasn’t though. She was, however, the insane type. She’d encouraged him to go hit on girls at clubs a few months back, then came and snatched him off the dance floor when he and Ashley’s target girl started to hit things off. After that it was sex in the backseat of the car, or feeling him up in the taxi and telling him how bad he’d been and how she was going to punish him. Rough treatment at home, sometimes barely getting the door closed before having him inside her. He would’ve said it was just a phase, but she’d taken him out to the club to do it again three more times after that, always coming and dragging him away when some other girl’s eyes twinkled at him, or they touched his arm.

“Ash’s turn?” Evie asked timidly.

“Truth?” Ashley asked sweetly.

“Dare,” he shot back.

“Suck on Evie’s toes.”

“Isn’t it my turn?” Evie asked in a tiny voice. “I get to make it, right?”

Ashley did not like this, but sat back. Her legs slid open a bit, giving him a peek at the promised land. More like the possibly-in-jeopardy land.

“Lick Ashley’s belly button,” she said, like offering up a suggestion.

“You could make him lick your belly button,” Ashley returned, but fell back on her elbows when he loomed over her. “Hey, we didn’t—”

He shut her up by wrenching the poncho up over her face, exposing her completely. Her legs automatically parted for him, revealing that she was already wet. Of course she was.

He bent and breathed on her skin, just above her mound. She gasped, but didn’t let out any sound. She didn’t want to let on that she was going to lose.

Whatever Ashley wanted to know, he didn’t want to give up the information if he didn’t have to. His only chance at doing that was turning this game (which normally turned into a series of sexual encounters between friends or couples) into a full-on sexual encounter.

So he started with several light kisses at the top of her pubic hair and then a few roundabout licks that ended in her belly button.

He started to get into it then, and felt more than heard Ashley also get into it.

Then she pushed his head away, covered herself with the poncho again, and then he tried to go down on her, flicked him playfully on the forehead.

“My turn,” she said. “Truth. Evie you can ask this one.”

“Ask her if she likes Lucy and Jezebel,” he said.

Evie blinked adorably several times. Her legs were spread now, with both hands planted on the floor between, definitely not pressing herself up against them.

“What’s the deal with Lucy and Jezebel?” she asked.

An open-ended question, that was good.

“Truth has to be a yes or no question,” Ashley said. “There’s a lot, and it would take us all day to get through.”

“Maybe we should,” Evie said. “Get through that shit, that is.”

Ash watched his girlfriend carefully.

“If I tell you, he has to do Truth next time,” she said.

“What is it you want to know?” he asked.

“No no,” Evie said. “It’s my turn. If you don’t answer we get a penalty.”

Ashley frowned. “Ash doesn’t… he won’t… when they’re together, it’s…”

“He forgets to pay attention to you?” Evie asked.

“Yes. No. It’s… it’s complicated. Look, you said you never slept with Jezebel.”

He nodded. “That’s what I said, because it’s true.”

“I’ve seen the way she looks at you!” Ashley protested.

“So this is a jealousy thing,” Evie mumbled.

“She has a kid, babe,” Ash said gently.

“He’s yours for all I know!”

“We live two states away,” he said.

“There are no more states,” Evie added, then turned to Ashley. “And you just had sex with me and a monster, with your boyfriend watching.”

Ashley stared, wide eyed. Her mouth opened and closed several times. “Y… you… it’s different, okay?”

“I don’t get it,” Evie said, and turned to me. “Is she your ex or something?”

Ashley exploded. “No, he just always talks about her!” She threw her hands in the air and went into an impression of Ash he hadn’t heard in a while. “‘Oh Jezebel is super pregnant! Look at her in this maternity dress’ and ‘Oh Jez just posted her Halloween costume! Isn’t it great?’ and ‘Oh, Jez is cosplaying at the convention this year. Look at this’ and it’s a half-naked girl with armored shoulder pads and a giant foam sword, she spray paints it all and decorates it and makes all this money from Youtube videos of just making useless fantasy diorama bullshit. And she’s perfect and gorgeous and never works a day in her life.”

She fell silent, chest heaving, and stared at them like she’d just committed a grave sin. She was jealous. That part hadn’t been difficult to guess, but she’d clearly kept it bottled up for ages. Possibly years.

“Not anymore,” he said quietly.

“What?” Ashley blurted.

“Youtube doesn’t exist any longer.”

“Well…” Ashley didn’t appear to know how to respond to this.

Evie bridged the distance between them and wrapped her up in a hug, linking her feet around Ashley’s body and nuzzling into her neck.

“You’re beautiful and strong,” she murmured.

Ashley’s hands drifted up and hugged tight to Evie, and before Ash knew what he was doing, he’d gone over and hugged her other side.

“Truth or Dare doesn’t go like this,” Ashley said, choked up.

“I think you’re great,” Evie said. “You already had some great ideas, and you have a rocking fucken body, and you handle this guy like he’s on a fucken leash. Shit, he does anything you want.”

“Hey!” Ash protested, but with no real feeling. Evie was doing great.

“Now Ash is going to tell you whatever you wanted to know from the Truth part,” Evie whispered, and gave Ashley’s neck several kisses. One hand had drifted down and was massaging Ashley’s breast. Ashley was clearly conflicted about this, turned on and unsure of what was happening. Her hands had drifted lower and were squeezing Evie’s butt cheeks, and she was offering up her neck.

“I am, huh?” he asked.

“He is, or he’ll have to use a potion to regrow his dick after we fucken chop it off,” Evie muttered, kissing and licking Ashley’s neck.

“That settles it, I guess,” he said. “What did you want to know?”

Ashley just moaned a little. “Uh… uh…”

A little rustling later and Evie’s hands were under the poncho. Ash, for his part, backed off and kneaded the muscles in Ashley’s legs while she struggled to remember what was supposed to be happening. She bent to lock lips with Evie, who pulled away.

“Ask him,” Evie said gently, “then we can do anything you want.”

“Uh… fuuuuck.”

“She wants to know why you immediately started hitting on the twins,” Evie said, her lips drifting towards Ashley’s. “And why your dumb ass hit on the standoffish lava girl you can’t even touch anyway.” A moment later, they began to kiss.

Ash mulled this over, watching them make out. His hand drifted upwards, further and further, but found that Evie’s hand was already working down between Ashley’s thighs.

Finally he produced the card and showed it to them. It took some time for them to detangle their tongues and look at it, but Evie immediately grabbed it and stared, eyes widening. She looked to him, then the card, then him again in astonishment.

“Every time you advance relationships,” she breathed.

“It’s powerful,” he said. “I didn’t want to show you. It’s kind of messed up.”

“It’s awesome,” Evie said adoringly.

“It is?” Ashley asked, dazed. Evie’s other hand hadn’t stopped gently strumming her clit.

“Ash gets a bazillion fucken xp, haha, xp for fucking. Better relationship status with other women? There’s no downside there. You can surround us with a powerful adventuring party.”

“He can?” Ashley asked.

“And we’ll be in charge of him,” Evie said.

“You will?” he asked.

“We will?” Ashley asked. The promise of sex had turned her brain off.

“That’s right,” she murmured, and kissed over Ashley’s slack face until she found her mouth.

“I got over three thousand just from Evie,” he admitted sheepishly.

“Already?” Evie’s eyes were manic. Then her mouth opened and she let out a groan. “Ohhh fiddlesticks, that’s the… that’s the… right there.”

She’d changed into a skirt to blend in when they dressed Ash up, and now Ashley’s hand was working feverishly beneath it. Her eyelids fluttered and she let out a groan of pleasure.

“Ohh cripes, Ash, get that tool out,” she said.

He didn’t need to be told twice, and whipped off his clothes. By the time he was naked, Ashley was too, and Evie’s mouth was locked on one nipple. With her crouched over Ashley, he could plainly see his girlfriend playing this nellwyn like a musical instrument. One finger plunged in and out of her, pausing to move in a circle every time she was knuckle deep. Evie was still working at Ashley, too, causing her to hump the air.

“I want to watch him do you,” Evie mumbled into Ashley’s mouth. The only response was a groan.

Pushing softly, Evie guided Ashley down onto her back and gently spread her legs, then stared down at the green thatch of hair, and the pink insides.

“Do her,” Evie said excitedly. “I got her ready.”

“Get me ready, too,” he said. In response, she just opened wide, little tongue glistening. Not one to look a gift nellwyn in the mouth, he leaned forward and let her coat his cock with saliva. She sucked him in and he quickly felt her tongue wriggling over the sensitive underside.

It got awkward for a moment, when Ashley pulled on Evie’s ass to move into position and get to licking, but Ash moved to stay with her.

He couldn’t believe Evie was actually doing this, orchestrating this. He also couldn’t believe Ashley had been turned into a puddle of submissive mush.

Evie wasn’t great in the blowjob department, skill-wise, but she had a lot of enthusiasm and that was just about as awesome.

Evie pulled off him, gasping, “Now.”

He obliged, got down into position, and dragged the head back and forth over Ashley’s ready pussy, while Evie pressed her head against his abdomen and cooed in pleasure at the sight she beheld, and the anticipation. When he slid in, both girls moaned in concert.

Ashley just mumbled incoherently. Evie still had some focus.

“Oh my gosh that is hot,” she whispered. “Ohhh, oh my gosh.”

Ash briefly wondered where her potty mouth went now that there was a tongue on her clit. He didn’t care. In this moment he held himself up on both hands, pumping away into Ashley at Evie’s direction.

“We’ll help you seduce the twins,” Evie whispered, staring up at him. He bent down to kiss her, and enjoyed the frantic movements of her tongue in his mouth. “We’ll help Ash, won’t we?” she asked, and was rewarded by a muffled groan from Ashley.

“I’ll make a device to give you fire immunity,” she breathed. “Ohhh golly, your girlfriend is really uhh… really ohh… really good at that. Golly gumdrops.”

“You feel so good, baby,” he said, and drove in hard before kissing Evie deeply again. Below them, Ashley was well on her way, bucking and groaning out in her ramp up to a quick orgasm.

“We’ll help you save Lucy and Jezebel,” Evie said when they broke the kiss. Ashley made a sound of complaint, but Evie ground her pussy against his girlfriend’s face. Soon enough, she was in the midst of her own climax.

“I’m—” he started, but couldn’t finish.

“In my mouth,” Evie panted, though Ashley made another protesting sound.

When he pulled out a moment later she dropped down into a sixty-nine position and took his cock into her mouth. It took only one more stroke before he coated her tonsils, yelling loudly and trying not to move too much so she could get it all.

Evie loudly gulped it down, opened her mouth, and made a satisfied gasp. “Ahhh!”

Then she rested on Ashley’s pussy and gave her clit a slow, slow licking. “I could get used to this,” she mused.


27- Evie Assumes A Position

Saturday, Day 2

They did it again afterwards, with Ash this time taking Evie doggystyle with Ashley down on her back between Evie’s legs. It was a good thing they did, too, because several big assholes stomped down the hallway, looking for the scum who’d wrecked the card shop. They only burst into the room long enough for Ashley to scream at them to get the fuck out, they were getting their money’s worth in here.

The two big enforcers succumbed to her Hearts (Fierce) check and ducked out with their tails between their legs.

“Now,” she said, out of breath, pulling Evie’s head back down between her legs. “Don’t stop me from getting my money’s worth.”

The result was both of them working the little Artificer at the same time. He even pressed his thumb against her rear entrance and listened, grinning, to the yelp of surprise that followed.

At some point a disgruntled group of burly cartel guys stomped back down the hall empty-handed, while Ash got his dick wet.

They then spent over a half hour making the poor girl shiver and quake with repeated orgasms, until her legs gave out and she collapsed upside down on top of Ashley.

He’d received 1200 xp in his class for copulating with both of them, at 500 for his girlfriend and 700 for his… new second girlfriend? Traveling companion-slash-fuck-buddy? They’d need to sit down and discuss exactly what Evie’s official position was.

Missionary, probably.

For now he leveled up in Sorcerer, going to Amateur level 2, and receiving one attribute level and two skill levels, plus a free copy of Dragon Blood.

Now this was interesting. He’d just gotten Boiling Blood off that judgy card stall kid, and Dragon’s Blood was the second card in the set.

Every hit taken while Dragon’s Blood is active grants you the following for 10 minutes:

+1 Attuned attribute level

+1 Wands skill level

+1 copy of Fireball in your action deck

+1 copy of Dragonscale in your action deck

This immediately went into his action deck. It didn’t even say ‘every hit taken by an enemy’ which was asking for trouble. He could just slash his arm a couple of times and boost his magic attack skill and magic damage. Plus, once he got the third card in the set, Dragonscale would automatically activate when he got hit. All for having sex twice.

When he explained what had just happened, they stared at him.

“Well let’s do it again!” Ashley announced.

Mizu came in at that point, flowing into the room cheerfully. Ash immediately threw his attribute level into Charming, where it had gotten pitifully little experience, and his skill levels into Hearts.

“How can you look so bright, Mizu?”

He could practically feel the rolled eyes from Evie and jealous stare from Ashley. Mizu just grinned innocently at him.

“Would you like a report, new friends?”

“We’d love one,” Ashley said.

Ash put his chin in his hands on the bed and stared longingly up at her. Thank the heavens they’d put on clothes before she came in. There was no easy way to make this work, but it would be far more difficult if Mizu thought he was having sex with anyone he could get his hands on at any time.

“Your repairs are underway,” she said. “I was forced to apply a little pressure to the mechanic, who didn’t seem to want to do the work since he had been paid in advance.”

“Note to self,” Ashley grumbled. “Don’t pay a hundred percent up front.”

Mizu nodded, still smiling.

“What does ‘apply a little pressure’ mean?” he asked.

Her adorable smile didn’t falter. “Threaten violence.”

Right.

“In any event, repairs are nearly complete and we should be able to leave by the end of the day. I have been informed that cartel toughs may be here before then, however. The madam of this establishment was quite clear that you not be allowed to stay unless you either dressed as a female, or were in costume, so I assured her you would be.”

She held out a series of leather straps linked by gleaming steel rings.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Your costume.”

He found one scrap of fabric that he naturally assumed went over his junk. Everything else was a tangled and confused mess, like his thoughts and feelings over the ultimatum. The room had a changing screen made of rice paper and held together by hinges, and it took him entirely too long to figure out the straps. Once he figured out that one of them went around his neck, the rest of it seemed clear, though still difficult to deal with.

Ashley snorted at the result, which was worse than a bikini, since two rings outlined and showed off his nipples. A thin band of leather neatly bisected his butt cheeks. He burned with embarrassment.

“What?” he asked darkly, watching Ashley try and fail to keep a straight face.

“I think he looks quite fetching,” Mizu said.

“Thank you!” he said, and spat his tongue out at Ashley. “I happen to think you look quite fetching as well.”

Mizu left soon after, claiming she needed to go meet up with Netsu and (wink) prevent her from doing anything that would get them in further trouble with the cartel.

“So fetching,” Ashley muttered.

“Don’t be like that,” Evie said. “We’re going to get to see whether Ash here can even have sex with a water girl and a lava girl.”

“You’re awfully into the idea of watching my boyfriend have sex with other women.”

The nellwyn smirked. “You’ve had no complaints so far, right? Shit, I found out I’m bi and you taste fucking amazing.”

Ashley blushed. “Uh…”

“Midwesterners,” Evie muttered. “I get it, me too. I gotta push past that dumb urge to not talk about anything ever, and just address some things. You want him to keep you safe, right?”

“I… guess.”

Ash grabbed her hand, and she turned a confused look on him, equal parts anger and realization.

Evie plowed on. “And you want him rearranging your insides whenever he does some violence. Hey, I get it. Any time you two do something cute I start getting all gushy and slippery. I mean he just took your hand to reassure you and I feel like having one of you tongue me, or… fucking hell. Both of you finger me at the same time, while you make out. Or while he’s balls deep in you. Mmm.” She seemed to snap out of it, squeezing her thighs together on the bed. “Anyway, the point is the more he does it, the more xp he gets, and the more women get addicted to him, the safer we are.”

Ashley absorbed this while staring between the Artificer’s dark thighs.

“Let’s say I do want that,” she said. “Not like I really do but we’re talking hypothetically. Assuming I want that… he can’t even do those girls. And we don’t even know if they’re into him.”

“The best part is we can adventure out in the danger zones, and when we’re in town Ash here can keep racking up the xp just hitting on a girl, maybe feeling her up. Doesn’t even have to be full on sex. The more he gets around, the better.”

“I still don’t know if I like it.”

“I’ll keep your mind off him,” Evie said, her voice full of dark promise, and produced a box full of tools. Her hands worked while she talked, unscrewing bits and bobs, reshaping a thin bit of metal without a forge. The seam where the metal came together disappeared slowly, melting together. It was hypnotic watching her create a sleek silvery dildo out of practically nothing. “He’ll always be yours, Ashley, but, how about… I can be yours too, huh? How’s that sound?” She raised the silver metal dildo to her lips and slid it into her mouth.

“You’re…” Ashley couldn’t finish. She looked to Ash for confirmation, or maybe ideas on how to complete that sentence. What did she want to say? Crazy? Insatiable? Practically a stranger? He just grinned.

“You opened her up to the idea of doing girls,” he told her, shrugging.

“And I can make this puppy vibrate, no problem,” Evie said.

“Mmm,” Ashley said.

“I can turn it into a strap on too,” she said, then ran the dildo down between her legs, spreading them. Ashley made a growling sound deep in her throat before sliding between Evie’s legs and taking the dildo from her.

“How many xp did you get from hitting on them?”

He’d only gotten a pair of relationship points for Mizu, but she was now an Acquaintance and that gave him a total of 600 more xp.

“Awesome,” Evie said, and sighed at the treatment she was getting through her panties.

Evie rummaged around in her inventory and came up with a stack of cards, then laid down several consumables. All but one were Hearts, and the last was Charming.

“I was going to save these for a situation where I knew I would need them, or sell them off for a lot of coin, but clearly it’s best if you have them.”

He stared at them. The consumables were a 2, 3, and 5 of hearts. All common and only worth 50 xp each. They couldn’t be stacked up to form uncommons because the numbers didn’t match.

It made him feel like a selfish prick to see her automatically laying out these cards. He already had some Hearts consumables. He pushed the Charming one back to her.

“I already hit Amateur 1, so this won’t be worth anything unless it can be fused to make an uncommon, and even then they’re only worth 200 xp.”

Evie regarded him, trying to keep her composure considering what Ashley was doing down below, before finally making the card vanish. “All right.”

He quickly brought up and checked over his Hearts consumable cards. These looked just like ordinary playing cards with a couple of important differences. One, rares were the face cards, looking like your average cardboard ones you’d get for a couple of bucks at any store. After that, the double rare went right back to the low hearts, but the whole card was a metallic silver. He only had one mythic and one masterpiece consumable for xp, and neither were Hearts or Charming.

The mythic looked to be made out of solid gold, while the masterpiece was kind of a foggy, blurry suggestion of a card made of orangey energy with a big elaborate letter A in the middle, also composed of orange magic.

He didn’t dare take it out in front of Evie, who was too ambitious for her own good. He liked her well enough but didn’t know her at all. He couldn’t be sure whether this flowering of her sexuality was a good thing or a worrying thing. He would’ve consumed the masterpiece, which was apparently worth 50,000 xp, but two things stopped him. One, it was in Arcana, which he had no interest in getting anyway, and two, he got this warning from the UI.

Warning! You are about to consume a masterpiece level card. You may only rise one tier by consuming a single card. Your Arcana level is presently unranked. Consuming this card will grant you 300 xp and raise your level to Amateur level 1. Do you wish to proceed? (Y/N)

Fuck that noise. He wasn’t going to waste 49,700 xp when he could sell the card off or trade it for an entire town or a dragon to ride or something.

Journeyman was, however, 5,000 xp per level, and had 7 levels, so this would take him from Journeyman level 1 to level 10 in an heartbeat, assuming there were 10 levels of Journeyman. Or he’d land at Expert.

That wasn’t a terrible plan. If only he had the masterpiece for Diamonds… or Lucky. Still, he’d then have to face Expert tier challenges and whatever came after that. Master tier maybe.

He went through and used up his consumables for Hearts and Charming, though. Two rare face cards for Hearts, the Jack and Queen. The first gave him 500 xp, which was enough to get him through Beginner and all the way to Amateur level 1 in Hearts. Not perfect, since he’d already been Beginner level 2, but he was fast tracking now that he had a direction to work towards.

“That was easy,” he muttered.

The second he saved, to try to combine it with another Queen in the future, and make it a double rare for even more xp. Charming was next, and he fished out a Charming consumable of hyper rare rarity. This was truly holographic, and a really nice card. A sheen of rainbow foil covered the whole of the card, but also when you tilted it this way and that, the image shifted between three different pictures. One was a cutesy, feminine guy glimmering with anime sparkles, surrounded by women with wet, adoring eyes and heart-shaped pupils. The second was a brooding anti-hero leaving on a mission of sorts, with a woman desperately longing for him, and the third was a gregarious playboy talking animatedly at dinner with a smitten lady whose eyes were literal hearts.

He wondered idly if this card would have a different picture if he handed it over to Ashley. It seemed like the thing to do anyway, since she was supposed to be the one to do the talking, negotiating, and face work, but Evie was right. He’d be a much higher level if and when he seduced the twins, or whoever else they ran across on their mission.

Once their mission got going again. If their mission ever got going again. On the other hand, this was kind of the mission now. Evie had gotten Ashley to sign off on it. It seemed amazing that her jealousy over Jezebel didn’t stretch to include strangers like Evie and the Japanese twins. He just hoped that Evie could keep Ashley supplied with a steady stream of distracting orgasms when they went after Lucy and Jez.

He consumed the one decent Charming card and gained 5,000 xp, which brought him from Amateur 1 all the way to Amateur 5, and pushed him straight to Journeyman level 1.

He marveled that the same card would only grant him a single level of Journeyman. Although the game progressed easily through Beginner and even through Amateur, it seemed that Journeyman was the place where experience points went to stack up forever.

“So,” he said, “how do I look?”

Ashley looked over her shoulder, from where she was currently working on a very turned on Evie. “You don’t look any different.”

He grinned and gave her the lamest version of finger guns available, and watched the Hearts (Charming) check not just succeed, but succeed critically.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed. The UI was busy telling him that he had managed to turn on Ashley to a high degree, and she was very ready to have sex.

Whoa.

He wondered what the limits of this were. Time to go do some testing. First, though, he got up on his knees near Evie.

“I think it worked,” he breathed sensually.

“Huh…” she groaned, nodding. Ashley had her hand in Evie’s pants and her shirt hiked up, and was latched onto one of her smaller breasts.

“I want you two to enjoy yourselves,” he murmured in the same tone, bending to kiss her lightly. He received another Hearts (Charming) success and a shiver of delight running through the nellwyn. “It makes me so happy to see you getting along.”

He only stayed long enough to watch Ashley situate them in a sixty-nine position, slowly working the silvery sex toy in and out.


28- Neither Of Them Knows How This Works

Saturday, Day 2

Ash wanted to test one thing: whether actually being charming was necessary to pass Charming checks. So far, it had seemed like the system invested you personally with internal power: the ability to see magic more clearly when leveling up Attuned, the ability to stay hard and resist damage when he boosted his Tough, and the ability to think more clearly for boosting his Clever. The last was probably the reason he felt comfortable running this incredibly stupid experiment in the first place. He didn’t pass any Clever checks, but it didn’t strike him as a stupid experiment to begin with.

If a higher Charming just meant you were more likely to make a favorable impression on people, it wouldn’t truly matter how you went about doing it. The system would perform the check for him, using his Journeyman 1 Hearts skill and his Amateur 3 Charming stat.

Which is why he went about the market area toward where the Wind Runner was being repaired, (avoiding the magic item shop obviously), pointing finger guns at residents and grinning at them. Under his breath, he’d mutter ‘finger guns’ and grin at them with the shit-eatingest smile possible.

And here was the lovely part: it fucking worked. He sauntered through town like he owned the place, thinking of that animated GIF of the super confident kid in the outrageous cowboy getup, pivoting on his boot heels and shooting finger guns at everyone around him. He grinned, arched an eyebrow, muttered what he was doing, did it, and succeeded nine times out of ten.

People waved, called out to him, asked him where he was going and what he was up to, and one middle aged woman fell swooning to the cobbles and had to be helped up by her friends before Ash could even do anything about it.

It was absolutely wild, when one considered the implications.

Once he reached the skyship repair bay at the very edge of the island, he found Mizu and Netsu in conversation just outside. Inside, several disgruntled men and a pair of women were hefting things up to Wind Runner’s hull, off casting spells on the broken parts, and or just standing around looking like construction crews usually do.

He gave them the finger guns, muttering ‘finger guns’ as he cocked and shot in their directions. “You’re doing amazing. Great job everybody! Thanks so much for all your hard work,” he gushed, and was not amazed to find a buff applied from his compliments to speed up the work at hand. What had been an estimated three and a half hours was now down to just under two.

Now it was time to make his way over to the twins. Mizu was grinning at him, while Netsu scowled.

“Finger guns,” he said and shot them full of charm he’d never had in his real life.

“What?”

“I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, Netsu,” he said, smiling, and lifted her hand up for a chaste kiss on the back. He took 2 damage from the heat coming off her lava and volcanic rock hand, but it was worth the wide-eyed reaction he got. It was like the obsidian mask that covered her face had been reforged in the moment it took him to compliment her. “I promise there’s no hidden agenda. I just think you and your sister are very brave to go through an elemental dungeon, and it’s pretty incredible you chose volcashic.”

He gained an inconceivable 12 relationship points out of the deal, bringing them to the brink of no longer being Acquaintances. He got a bonus 10 out of the deal with Mizu at the same time. This meant 2200 xp, which almost made him jump for joy. He really had gotten lucky with the advent of the Hareminator card. If he could grab another copy of it he’d be in a great position.

“What is it you want?” Netsu asked coolly.

“Merely to apologize, though I’m also here to check out how well the repairs are going. The workers are telling me it’ll only be another couple of hours.”

“They told us nearly four!” Mizu said, amazed.

“Oh, maybe I misunderstood. Are you two still willing to join us on the way out west?” God, he really felt smoother. The words were just coming to him easier.

“So long as you keep your filthy hands off my sister and I,” Netsu said.

He raised those filthy hands and backed away, still grinning. This card was incredible. “I wouldn’t dream of touching either one of you… without consent.” He tipped them an exaggerated, stupid wink.

Well, whatever he’d done, he’d done it well. He got another success on a Hearts (Charming) check. He received another +3 relationship points with the both of them, pushing them just over the Acquaintance line and into the Casual Friends category. And 600 extra experience points for the ridiculous wink and unearned bravado.

Netsu snorted, rolled her flamey eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. Mizu laughed and laughed, eventually doubling over. She slapped her knee and sent water over to splash on her sister, making her hiss with steam.

“You shouldn’t be out,” Netsu said. “There are gang members out looking for you.”

“You two wouldn’t be interested in running interference for me, would you?” He asked.

Netsu looked ready to explode and cover him with lava. Eventually though she cocked her hip. “Fine.”

They led the way, and he got to watch their hips sway. Both were perfectly formed, because of course they were. Nobody who made a PC in this system was going to choose a dumpy witch with an asymmetrical face. But they had perfectly heart-shaped asses and were clothed only in a sort of watery dress and a lava-ey dress. Both seemed gauzy, filmy, and semi-transparent. In the case of Mizu's dress, this was true. Netsu’s lava dress just seemed transparent.

“Twins,” he breathed.

If he ever happened to get lucky enough to do both of them, it would be one of those insane fantasies you only ever saw in the dirtiest of porn. He wasn’t about to push his luck. One of them would be great. Mizu seemed open to it, purely based on the smiling glances she cast over her shoulder every once in a while. Getting in bed with Netsu would be more satisfying because of the difficulty and history.

However, he’d already grabbed up a whole lot of experience in a short amount of time. Although he was sure this would slow to a trickle after a while, and his xp requirements were going to balloon out of control once he got to Journeyman, that was a problem for another time. So far all he needed was the sight before him: Japanese twins. Nobody got luckier than that.

Thinking it over like that, it almost made him happy that the ship had gotten damaged, almost made him happy that Evie and Ashley had been caught in the sexual grips of an empathic furball monster they’d been able to sell for a ridiculous amount of money… enough to pay for those repairs. And he was allllllmost happy he’d gotten into a fight with the item shop, because that led the girls to coming to a sort of agreement over the situation as it stood.

He shook off the inevitable conclusion this ran into. There was no way he was going to leave things to fate, or luck, or whatever you would call it. Events were not engineered in his favor. Even if some of the later ones seemed like they were, he hadn’t had the sort of high level Lucky and Diamonds at the beginning. The Wind Runner’s damage hadn’t been under a high Diamonds situation. After all, his low Charming and Hearts hadn’t been overtaken by his high luck, and he hadn’t bumped uglies with the elemental twins.

No, it was best to keep upping his skills, his class, and his attributes, and not rely on some possibly-bullshit concept of good fortune.

Actually that was a great idea. He dumped xp into his Sorcerer level until he reached Amateur 3. One of the things he recalled about moving from Beginner to Amateur was the reiteration that he’d get 1 Attribute level and 2 skill levels, plus cards. He was hoping those numbers would bump upwards once he reached Journeyman as a Sorcerer. Hopefully higher than 1 and 3 levels, more like 2 and 3. And higher level card rewards. He wouldn’t bank on anything at this point, but it was a good goal to move towards. He needed all the advantages he could get, if they were going to cross genres from first person POV magi-technology Spellcraft over into real time strategy of Nova Corridor.

With the 2 Attribute levels, he put one into Charming and the other into Lucky. As for the skill levels, he was conflicted. He was supposed to become even more charming, but a free level was worth 1,000 xp of Amateur, or 5,000 xp of Journeyman. He could boost Diamonds from Journeyman 1 to Journeyman 5, and it’d be worth twenty grand. Journeyman was also theoretically just more powerful than Amateur.

His character sheet had really come a long way from ‘all skills unranked’. He marveled at it for a moment.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Amateur level 3

Good: 3/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Amateur level 3)

Charming- (Journeyman level 2)

Clever- (Amateur level 1)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Amateur level 2)

Quick- (Amateur level 1)

Sly- (Amateur level 1)

Tough- (Amateur level 3)

Skills:

Coins (Amateur level 1)

Staves (Amateur level 1)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Wands (Amateur level 2)

Hearts (Amateur level 1)

Diamonds (Journeyman level 5)

Spades (Beginner level 3)

All other skills unranked

Free points: none

Leaning into the situation with Charming, Hearts, Lucky and Diamonds had made him deficient in some of the more crucial skills. In his opinion Spades and Swords were worth a lot…though in rethinking it, he hadn’t used Swords since taking up the Sorcerer class. He no longer had Clubs, and just had to hope Hearts was a decent substitute. He knew theoretically it was better to be feared than loved, but for now he had only the latter at his disposal.

Plus he got several cards out of the deal. Unfortunately neither of them were Sorcerer’s Blood, the one that would complete his set. Fortunately one of them was Elemental Blast, giving him another chance to craft one of the big elemental bomber spells. The other was Summon Familiar.

Now they were talking. He couldn’t wait to get this card out and figure out what it meant. Just as soon as he had a moment to himself.

“—hear me, orc?” Netsu asked. Whoops.

“Hm?” he asked. “Apologies, I was sorting through my character sheet stuff. I promise to pay better attention going forward. I’m fully engaged now; could you repeat the question?”

The words had just gushed out of his mouth with barely a thought. What was happening to him?

She nodded curtly. “Do you have supplies for the journey?”

“If we’re leaving in a few hours,” Mizu said, “we should have provisions.”

“We’ve been busy, unfortunately,” he replied. Getting busy. He hoped Ashley and Evie had had enough of each other by the time he returned with the twins. Would they be dressed? “This is something we hope you could do with Ashley. She’s been our treasurer.”

He had this tiny problem of the debt to pay, after all.

They entered the brothel from the secret entrance, and were immediately escorted to a different room by the shirtless, pierced, sweet-smelling young elf with the bluish skin and even more blue hair.

“Madam’s talking with Trejo,” he said in a hushed tone. “You have to go.”

“Trejo… a cartel boss?”

He shook his head. “The cartel’s hammer. He’s a complete psycho. He beats the shit out of us whenever he has one of us.”

“A gay cartel assassin?” he asked, even more confused.

Staves told himTrejo was an NPC called Trejo the Flayer. His being an NPC basically made him invulnerable to everything and anything Ash had to throw at him. He could give quests like the tavern keeper, but unless he attacked Ash first and put himself at the same level the item shop guy had, it would be pointless to unleash any of his uncommon or rare cards.

He had the urge to go fight the guy anyway, because he was a rotten asshole. He crushed that urge, though, and reminded himself he had a Main Quest to get back to.

Lucy had sounded desperate, like Jez and little Damien were in trouble. He couldn’t abide anything happening to them, and was suddenly itching to get back on the road… or in the sky, as it were.

Mizu and Netsu joined him in entering the room, and stood marveling at the sight before them. Ashley and Evie lay in a tangled mess of green and medium brown skin, spooning and dozing. The bedsheet covered precisely one of Ashley’s feet, and that was all.

“I’ll wake them in a few minutes,” he said quietly, “and send Ashley out with the money for supplies.” If there was any money left.

“I was under the impression that you were with the larger one,” Mizu said.

He shrugged, then rubbed the back of his neck. “The situation is evolving rapidly, I guess you could say. The nellwyn, she’s…” He grasped for something to say, then decided against it. “You know, it’s not my story to tell. If you want to know, feel free to ask her.”

This earned him yet another relationship point with Mizu, and 100 xp. This relationship system was wild. She smiled warmly at him, which was interesting considering her face was entirely composed of water.

“We’ll wait outside,” Netsu said, and filed out without another word. Mizu squeezed his hand, still smiling, and departed.

Okay, before anything else, he needed to have a look over Summon Familiar.

The card was another image-shifting type. If tilted back and forth, it showed him three different images. One was an owl, the second a cat, and the third a toad. That made sense, since the most famous fictional magic school in the last fifty years allowed those as your familiars when you bought your school supplies.

The text to the card was… a lot. When he focused on it, it ballooned out into a scrollable window.

Sorcerers, Wizards, warlocks, and druids have familiars, magically enriched animal servants to help them in their adventurous duties.

This card allows you to summon and bind a Familiar to your service. You must expend your mana pool completely to enact the ritual, which requires a ritual diagram. The diagram plan has been added to your arcane knowledge base. You may use Arcana to better understand ritual magic. Several ritual components are necessary to cast this card.

Once cast, nearby animals will be drawn to the spell. Select one of these and bind it to your service. This is permanent, until the familiar dies. When that happens, you suffer 50% of your hp total in sympathetic damage and this card reappears in your inventory.

While in your action deck, the card allows you to command the familiar during combat.

A familiar’s abilities will depend on the species chosen. However, all familiars have the following base abilities:

*The familiar obeys you implicitly, though different species display differing personalities.

*The familiar may telepathically communicate with the you, the master, and you with them.

*You may channel your senses through the familiar to a defined range, based on your Attuned Attribute. Not all senses are equal.

*You may cast spells through the familiar to a defined range, based on your Wands skill.

*The familiar’s attributes are boosted through prolonged contact with you.

When Ash woke the ladies, he showed them the card and explained that, in addition to the travel and adventure supplies, he also needed several things from the general store or magic shop. He needed four conduit candles, a feather, a tuft of fur, a lizard scale, and a fish scale. He’d also need charcoal or some sort of powder to create the ritual circle.

No mention was made of the tangle of bodies, or the fact that they hadn’t bothered to dress or wash, but instead wore each other out orgasmically and fell right to sleep.

They had looked awfully peaceful lying there. He’d been tempted to just crawl in with them and spoon Evie from the front, or Ashley from the rear. He knew Ashley would love, more than anything, being the center of the team.

Evie dressed quickly, looking embarrassed. Almost panicked.

“What did you do to her?” he asked Ashley, once the Artificer had scurried out of the room.

“Me? How about what did you do to her?”

“She’s my second girlfriend,” he said. “If you messed with her, you messed with me.”

Ashley grinned. “And if she messed with me?”

“Then she also messed with me. That’s how this works.”

“I have no idea how this works,” she said. It was one of the first times he’d ever heard her speak with real frankness. He didn’t detect an iota of her usual sarcasm, superiority, or smugness.

“Me neither,” he said.


29- Dig A Deeper Hole

Saturday, Day 2

The Wind Runner was back in the sky after a tense but short evasion of a certain NPC cartel assassin. By the time the girls returned with news that supplies were loaded onto the ship, the male sex workers at the brothel also returned with news that the cartel was literally everywhere in the neighborhood now, combing the alleys and streets for any sign of the asshole orc/drow Sorcerer who’d torched the magic item shop.

Fuck around. Find out.

The UI then presented him with a simple quest: evade the gangsters and get on with the main quest, or lose the story quest to save Lucy, Jez and baby Damien, and pick up a series of story quests about the redemption and freedom of Mexicali city. When he told the ladies about this, they agreed to follow him in whichever path he decided to pursue, though Mizu and Netsu would only help on condition that they headed west after delivering Mexicali from the cartels. Ashley seemed hopeful that he’d turn into a vigilante, but ultimately agreed to follow his lead.

He found this strange, until he realized that Evie was clutched against Ashley’s leg the whole time, holding her around the thigh.

What followed in their sneaky escape was a series of Spades and Staves checks made with Sly and Quick, made by the system on behalf of the whole team.

It turned out that group actions were possible. The first couple of checks were his responsibility, which drained him by 10 Stamina because Ashley couldn’t sneak worth a damn, and then by 10 stamina because Netsu wasn’t fast enough and he had to pull her into a dark alleyway. The third check was a Spades (Quick) check, which Evie led. She watched carefully, then darted out from behind a stack of barrels and into the warehouse. The problem was, the cartel goons had staked out the warehouse.

Well, a rather intense fight ensued, since he thought they’d be NPCs, but Mizu and Netsu did a lot of the work. The volcashic produced a huge war hammer and had one of them down, while Mizu used a pair of short swords to slice the other’s throat from behind. And Ashley and Ash both attacked the third one, while Evie sniped the fourth with a green gunk shot. It wrapped around the lizard man’s head and kept him from crying out.

From there, they all pounced on the screaming fourth guy, piled in the ship before anyone could respond to the alarm being raised, and got the hell out of there while something like twenty-five goons started throwing all kinds of spells and arrows and shit at them.

They only gained a bit of xp for the job, 50 for being Quick and 100 for being Sly, but then another 50 in Fierce for the ferocity of their sneak attack. Ash also gained 100 each for Staves (figuring out the lay of the land and the best way to go) and 100 for Spades (darting from here to there).

Once a safe distance away from even magic arrows and spells sent to seek them out, they fell back into the deck laughing.

The ship wasn’t exactly big enough to handle five, having only the barest version of an aft castle. Basically it was a raised section with a little shady bit underneath, and you had to hold to the rigging to climb up onto it. The hull of the ship wasn’t much bigger than a large rowboat, meaning anything that needed doing meant pushing people out of the way.

It seems you’re in need of an upgrade! You have sufficient mana to expand the Wind Runner. Would you like to expand the Wind Runner in size and capability? (Y/N)

“Hell yes I would like to do that.” He tapped Yes and confirmed, again, before he’d thought this through or tried to discover where the fine print might be located. On the one hand, this drained basically all of his mana. It all coalesced in a hair-raising sensation and pulsed out through his feet into the beams, mast, repulsers, and rigging of the ship.

On the other hand, this really worked out in his favor.

The boards composing the deck and hull groaned, shivered, and expanded. They swelled in size. The mast shot up and doubled, and the prow mast as well. New sails sprang into being from yardarms that poked outward left and right. The existing yardarm spread wider and wider, and the sails grew. The aft castle expanded from a thin shade with a tiny ship’s wheel into a proper castle, with a captain’s quarters beneath. Rails got intricately carved posts, and several deck guns grew into place. These were like cannons, but included gold filigree accents and small vials of glowing liquid of various colors, apparently for ammunition. He couldn’t be sure what they did yet, but they wouldn’t just be throwing a crude steel ball across a distance, or grapeshot.

The whole thing sounded like the agony of a giant. Ashley, Evie and the twins had no fucking idea what was happening, and screamed out, which caused Ash to laugh.

Expansion of the Wind Runner has changed its class to Schooner. This has added 25,000 coin to your present debt to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater western Phoenix area. Your monthly payments have been adjusted accordingly.

Presently you are paid up for this month! Gather additional coin to make another payment.

Ash started swearing and laughing.

When they learned what he’d done, only Ashley seemed a bit put out by the idea of him being almost thirty thousand coin in debt. As long as he was at least one month ahead, that didn’t bother him much.

The ship was now large enough to support a berth of hammocks below decks, and one large floating bed in the captain’s quarters that was immune to turbulence. They toured the place together while Evie steered the ship.

“This is incredible,” Mizu noted. “Look at the detailing on the moulding here. The paint job alone is masterful.”

“I needed a more suitable place for all the incredible crew members,” he said.

Ashley flopped on the bed and gave a massive sigh of contentment, then cooed in glee when a pillow floated over and wedged itself beneath her head.

He didn’t remain in bed long, though. They moved on, ducking into the hold, where a galley was somehow stocked with their supplies, and the other bits and bobs they’d purchased were neatly lashed down in the cargo area. It looked large enough to house a family of elephants down here.

It occurred to him that they might no longer exist, and he stopped short.

“What is it?” Mizu asked.

“Elephants. This place looks big enough for one. It’s just… it’s awful they might be extinct now that the world’s ended.”

“Aw, you poor thing.” Mizu put a hand on his arm, and pulled him into an embrace. “Your compassion is admirable, Ash. What has happened here… we must survive it first, then learn how it came to pass, and see if there is any reversing it.”

“There might be a way,” he told them, and shared some of what he’d seen at the very beginning.

“What are you proposing then?” Netsu asked.

“Eventually I want to find that blue mage. If she can be found. I want to assemble a group strong enough to find her and free her. Get some answers. If the whole system is a… like a Matrix situation where we’re all in pods, we can just wake up.”

“If everything is simply… different now?” Mizu asked.

“Then I want to find the rest of the red mages and kill them. Or force them to put everything back the way it was.” Here he passed a Clubs (Charming) check.

“Oh Ash… I will help you!” Mizu said, and hugged into him tighter.

“You embarrass yourself, sister,” Netsu said, and spun on her heel to go. “Come. We will disembark this… man’s… ship at our destination, and find a way to return to Japan.”

Although Mizu pulled off him, leaving a bit of a wet spot, she didn’t release his hand or follow her sister.

“I wish to travel with him,” she said, staring into Ash’s eyes. “If he will have me.”

Ash tried to keep from getting hard right here and now. “He’ll have you.”

Oh yes he would.

***

They sailed over the massive asteroid field that sat to the west of Mexicali. They had no good reason Ash could see to fly into that death trap, unless you counted dragons swooping down on them from above, which was certainly possible. Instead they kept relatively near the asteroid field, able to dive down into the shelter of pelting rocks and smashing boulders. If something big enough to force them down came after them, it would take a shit ton of damage trying to eat them.

The next Random Encounter was thankfully a Journeyman level, which ended up being several dive-bombing bat-looking fuckers. They came out of nowhere, with much less warning this time, and thankfully went after Mizu.

The first of the creatures crashed talons-first into her, while its rider leapt off and began attacking Netsu. These two mistakes cost the creatures the fight.

First, Mizu collapsed into a puddle of water and couldn’t be wrenched into the sky. Second, Netsu parried with her enormous war hammer and crashed the haft into the feathered person’s face.

Third, Ash had time to draw three cards, choose Boiling Blood, and activate it. Suddenly all the crew members on board were surrounded by a reddish aura. So when another of the bat creatures got its talons on Ashley, it spasmed and threw its rider overboard. The bird person landed head first, then tumbled down the stairs, already half dead. It took a single shot from Evie to kill it. Meanwhile Ashley zapped the creature’s wing with a necrotic ray and withered it enough to take it out of the fight.

No flight, no fight. It scrabbled to grab onto the ship’s hull and failed, then went fluttering down to the desert floor below.

Mizu popped up and slashed the bat creature with twin short swords, then raked them outward and cut bloody grooves in the thing’s chest. Ash dealt the decisive blow with a Force Missiles, the purple energy streaming out of his hands and blasting the creature in three different places. With his Wands and Attuned boosted, this dealt just about half the damage.

“Netsu can handle the boarders. Get at them before they get on deck!” Ash shouted.

Evie immediately turned and sighted in another one streaming toward her, and plunked a puple gunk shot directly in the bat creature’s face. While its head started dissolving, the rider tried to leap from its back onto the ship, only to get Netsu’s war hammer right in its face.

Ash devastated the next one with a Fireball. The body was flung overboard, and all that remained were a few cards fluttering to the deck.

Two of them landed at the bow and started moving toward he and Mizu, but again she went all puddly and seeped down below decks. They were nearly to Ash, and took several more attacks, before Mizu popped back up out of the decking and slashed the Achilles tendons of the rearmost bird person.

The battle wasn’t really even in doubt. Netsu swung the hammer and either crushed skulls or knocked opponents over the side of the ship. Mizu was here, and then there, slashing at backs and legs. She was too quick to follow. Evie made every shot count, binding up wing feathers or dissolving faces. And Ash cast spell after spell.

Only Ashley needed help to fend off a bird person who’d gotten past her defenses and now had her by the hair. The bird person screeched at all of them, holding a crystal blade to her throat, glowing with malevolent green power.

It seemed her destiny to be the damsel in distress.

“You’re beaten,” Ash said. “Put down your weapon and flee the battle. This is your only chance.”

The bird man screeched again.

“Go on then,” Ash said. “Kill her.”

“Wait, what?” Ashley shrieked.

“Go for it,” Ash said. “We kill you regardless.”

The bird person seemed hesitant to strike.

“Don’t—“ Ashley said, but was cut off when the bird person plunged its crystalline dagger down into her chest.

It blasted off the Boiling Blood effect, which reflected the damage back on it. The shock of it caused the creature to stagger backwards, at which point it took a shot straight to the face.

Ashley sank to the deck, bleeding.

“Heal up,” he told her. “Come on.” He drew out a healing potion just in case.

She radiated magic, but weakly, so he fed some magic into the healing potion card and watched in fascination as it morphed into a small round glass bottle in his hand, full of vital red liquid.

“Drink now,” he said gently. Her health meter had been sapped about two thirds of the way, and wasn’t moving upwards. She took the potion, glaring at him, and drank it, then grimaced.

“What?” he asked. “What’s it taste like?”

“Cough syrup,” she said.

He had never understood her hatred of cough syrup. To him it was just sugary cherry flavor.

“Drink the rest.”

She shook her head.

“You need to heal up.”

“You let him… stab me!”

He wanted to protest, but she wasn’t having it. She pointed to the slowly retreating chest wound.

“Could’ve… died, you… ass!” With that bit of biting oratory out of the way, she got unsteadily to her feet and tromped down the stairs of the aft castle to the captain’s quarters, which she slammed closed. They all heard the unmistakable sound of a lock clicking.

Ash knew the standard operating procedure here: sleep on the couch. In this case, Ashley would be taking the luxurious bed in the captain’s quarters, and he’d be… wherever else. It never mattered to her where. Just anywhere for all she cared.

He shrugged and invited Evie and the twins down to the galley for a bit of celebratory food.

Another Random Encounter they faced was a rescue operation. This was the first non-combat one, and proof that non-combat random encounters existed.

After an hour and half of flying, they’d cleared the asteroid field and for the first time since this whole thing started, wondered if maybe the whole world wasn’t transformed into a game environment.

Before them the desert seemed to stretch forever. Scrub and saguaros gave way to just stubby grasses, and then nothing. Only a few rocks amidst the endless sands. Late afternoon meant the temperature was boiling hot, and soon enough all of them were down to just shorts. Netsu was politely asked to remain at the bow of the ship on lookout, or in the crow’s nest. Mizu stayed below decks… she’d claimed she was ‘pretty sure’ she wouldn’t discorporate into steam, but pretty sure was not completely sure. Ash had no wish to lose another sibling, not one who was as wonderful as Mizu.

Nearly the same moment the system informed Ash of the next Random Encounter, Netsu called out that she spied something.

They swooped down and found a caravan of stranded traveling merchants, who had barricaded themselves into a ring of trade carts. The dead bodies of a bunch of goblin speeder riders and one downed skiff told a story of successful defense, and they welcomed Ashley’s begrudging healing spells on their wounded. She softened up as soon as she found she’d be healing up children, women, and a few combatants. A handful of the trading caravan people were dead, some security mercenaries and other permanent guardsmen.

Perhaps just the ship’s paint job led the traders to trust them… and the fact that there were only five crew members. Perhaps it was that four of them were women. Ash didn’t bother figuring it out, and instead just enjoyed the instantaneous trust they earned.

The caravan’s leader rubbed a whiskered chin. He was a half-nellwyn, half dwarf, which was like a small dwarf with only a stubbly, patchy beard.

“Trouble is they went after the pack animals before we could ring up. Scared em off with a spell, killed one and carried it off. The rest came back to see if they could plunder any of the goods. Knew we’d be stranded out here.”

“Bad way to go, starving.”

“We lured em in and killed em off,” he said. “All the guards dressed as women.”

Ash nodded.

“You sure you’re willing to take all of us? All we’d need are the women and the kiddies safely relayed with word to bring a rescue operation.”

Ash waved this off. “We’ll be all right.”

They would not be all right. This was the first time the system failed him on an Arcana (Sly) check, one of the few skills he had completely neglected.


30- Netsu Makes a Promise

Satuday, Day 2

The caravan’s leader expressed doubts over Ash’s ship, and its ability to handle cramming all the caravan carts into the hold, let alone being able to accommodate all the survivors.

“We can make it work,” Ash replied, immediately thinking of lashing any surplus carts to the bottom of the ship’s hull. The Wind Runner now had a small pulley arm normally tied to the main mast, which could lift a ridiculous amount of weight.

“Mighty kind of y’all to interrupt your journey for us.”

He also had a couple of Minor Telekinesis cards, which he combined into a Telekinetic Hand. He was forced to add this to his action deck, but considered the sacrifice worth it. The chances he would draw both telekinesis spells at the same time was low, and he figured he might find a use for them anyway.

The uncommon version was capable of lifting up to twenty-five kilos, and he used it to levitate several of the children directly up onto the deck, much to everyone’s delight. Then he went to work, both with Telekinetic Hand and his muscles, getting all the cargo up into the ship, getting several of the carts into the ship. The last two carts they lashed directly to the ship’s hull.

Well, six hours later into the deepening twilight of Saturday night, they’d finished up their work and lifted off into the much cooler temperatures.

The traders numbered thirty, transforming the feel aboard the Wind Runner from a ghost town into a crowded metropolis. They also had half a dozen mercenary guards, and half a dozen guards with families. A total of forty-two people had joined the five person crew, far outnumbering them.

The Wind Runner was now more like the Wind Limper. She was overburdened, and could barely get twenty meters off the ground. She was also making very poor time compared to before.

“We need mana channeled into the repulsers,” Ash called. “Everyone who’s got mana, you’ll take a turn pushing some into the engine.”

This worked, to a degree. They started moving a bit faster, but still held close to the surface. He had no doubt a crash would mean the end of all the cargo, all the carts, and probably the ship, but the people would survive. Most of the people.

Ash found himself nodding off another hour later. They’d gotten a late start, and he had barely slept.

Netsu put Ashley and Evie at the wheel, and told him she and Mizu would guard the door to the captain’s quarters.

“What? Why?”

The lava girl got uncomfortably close so she could speak without being overheard. The heat coming off her started causing him to take hit points of damage.

“In case you haven’t noticed,” the volcashic said, “the combat-ready ones outnumber us by more than two to one. And the non-combat members look rougher than your average civilians.”

It turned out he hadn’t noticed. Now that it had been brought to his attention, the UI informed him that hours ago, he had failed a handful of Sly and Clever checks. Had he confused a rescue operation with a hostile takeover?

“Don’t look at them,” she said.

“What do you suggest?” he asked.

“We tighten ranks. Act normal. Don’t go alone, have your spells ready.”

“They relied on your good will to get aboard your ship. They’ll now use your ship to carry on their trading operations… once we’re marooned in the desert. Or dead.”

Ash cursed.

***

The attack came in the middle of the night. He was awakened by a grunt and a horrified exhalation of breath. A body thumped to the floor. Mizu was suddenly in his face, watery features glinting off the midnight moonlight coming in off the open windows. Windows which hadn’t been open when he went to sleep.

“I will ensure your safety, Ash-san.”

He now regretted grabbing Fireball, wishing it could be Chain Lightning or the ice one. He didn’t want to set their ship on fire and have everyone die in the process.

She surged off the bed and started battling yet another attacker, while he put on Dragon’s Blood and tried to shake off his tiredness.

The room was full of mercenaries, too many for Mizu to handle alone. He took one, and then two hits from the men stabbing down into his bed, before one was taken off his feet by a diving Mizu. Two copies of Dragonscale appeared in his action deck from the Dragon’s Blood. His Wands and Attuned both gained two temporary levels.

His next selection was Fireball, Minor Telekinesis, and Telekinetic Hand, the two spells he’d hoped he wouldn’t get together with the last one he couldn’t use. Telekinetic Hand it would have to be. Another figure burst through the door, face scorched and wide-eyed, but he was still fast enough to jab forward and catch Ash in the ribs. Pain made his magic stronger, and injected a copy of Dragonscale into his deck. The pain was part of the problem, as was the fact that he’d lost some half of his hit points in three quick attacks.

So he grabbed a large globe off the captain’s desk and chucked it at his attacker with Telekinesis. It threw the elf swordsman off his feet, knocked him against the wall and left him sprawled out on the floor. A casting of Force Missiles finished the job, with all three purple bursts of magic thudding into his torso.

Outside Netsu, Evie and Ashley were valiantly schooling these noobs. Since they were only a Journeyman threat, there was literally no issue taking their attackers down with two solid hits. Netsu could one shot these guys with her war hammer, and did so one after another.

Right up until the point where it started raining.

One second Netsu was crushing backstabbing assholes left and right, the next the sky opened up and began pelting the deck with drenching rain. Netsu ducked into the captain’s quarters, hissing with pain, and Mizu took the opportunity to tag in. She dashed out into the rain and essentially vanished into a whirlwind of flashing blades and death.

Netsu sagged against the wall beside the door, looking much darker and less lava flow-ey than normal, the same moment two of the mercenaries surged in and started attacking her. She was already wincing from the rain, and was slow to react. She took one good blow against the ribs before blocking the next attack. After this, she took a knee to the ribs and was shoved back into the corner.

“I’ve got you!” Hoping against hope he wasn’t about to kill his friend or set the ship on fire, he blasted the corner with his Fireball spell and was thrown back by the blast wave. The spell itself dissipated the hardened layer of lava on Netsu’s body and was catastrophic for the two mercs. She was not kind in how she killed them, holding them by their necks until the burns cut off the circulation to their heads and began suffocating them, simply by the heat she coming off her hands.

She rose a moment later and fixed him with an intense glare.

“You knew I was immune to the fire damage,” she half-asked.

“I hoped as much,” he said. “A calculated risk.”

She nodded simply. “I owe you my life.”

“I’ll settle for your friendship,” he said, cocking a smile at her.

“Mizu likes you. I couldn’t see it before now.”

“Now… you can?” When she nodded, he gave her a goofy grin and received another notification of a successful Charming check. This came with a couple Relationship points, along with the hundreds of xp that came with, from his prized possession. “Thank you, I think.”

“It is I who must thank you,” she responded.

When it was done, they gathered in the captain’s quarters. Mizu stayed in the rain, as did Evie and Ashley. Both looked stunning in their thoroughly soaked gear. Some bits that normally were concealed now poked out, and Ash tried to focus on their discussion rather than staring at nipples. Ashley’s poncho had taken a couple of slashes and now looked to have a slit up one leg.

“You still have several hours before you take your turn steering,” Evie said, and discreetly handed him a pendent on a simple black necklace. It appeared to be full of sloshing lava, though it flashed with flame several times also. “Get some sleep.”

He nodded, and took it. Staves gave him the information when he touched it.

Amulet of fire immunity

Simple device, uncommon

Durability: 10/10

Confers immunity from natural heat and fire sources up for you, but not gear you carry. Does not protect against sources as made by attacks, either trap, weapon, spell or special attack.

She really had crafted it in her spare time. He caught a quick glimpse of her face before he turned away, and found her winking at him. The amulet itself wasn’t strictly useful for much other than staying cool in the desert sun… or possibly having sex with a girl made out of volcano stuff.

Mizu flung herself on him, kissing his face. “Netsu mentioned that you saved her, and restored her to full capability. I am in your debt, Ash Phoenix.”

“Thanks,” he said, “and you’re welcome.” Reveling in the feel of her body pressed up against his. It was such a strange experience to have a living bit of water in his arms, and not get wet.

They left him alone with Netsu, who closed the door and locked it.

“Mizu thinks we should remain with you,” she said, not facing him.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I think we have obligations back in Japan… if there is a Japan to go back to.”

“Understandable.”

She whirled and was in his face a moment later. “Mizu doesn’t know what I know,” she said, and leaned in even closer. He felt no heat now, oddly. This seemed to surprise her.

“And what is it you know?”

“That all men are scum,” she said.

“Yikes,” he said. “It sounds like you met the wrong ones.”

“All the Mexicans only want one thing, and all the Japanese are pathetic,” she said. “They either look to get you drunk and rape you, or spend years cultivating the relationship. Selfish assholes only looking to gain a trophy or take their pleasure and be off. I took this form so I wouldn’t have to deal with your kind again.”

“I’m not so weak,” he said.

“You only want my sister, don’t you? You only want to fuck her. I’ve seen her make eyes at you. I won’t let you break her heart, Ash Phoenix. Every time she meets a man she likes, I take him aside like this, and every time I find him wanting.”

He wasn’t sure what to say to this. “Wait you… take men aside and test them for your sister? You don’t trust her to make her own decisions?”

She pushed against his chest and backed him up to the hanging captain’s bed, and he fell against it.

“You’re not different,” she told him, running her hands up his thighs. “Once I take you, you’ll show yourself to be just like all the others.” Her hands traveled up his legs and over his crotch, where his cock immediately responded.

“I don’t know what bizarre game you’re playing,” he said, “but I’m not forcing you to have sex with me. You don’t have to do this. Mizu can make her choice without your help.”

“She needs me,” she said, and pulled his pants. He sprang free. “You’re… not burned.”

He smiled. “Negative.”

“Not even…” She engulfed his length with her mouth, and now he felt the heat, just a bit. It wasn’t the same as having Ashley blow him. Netsu was smaller and less versed in this, but she was heavenly nonetheless. He groaned.

She slid up and down the length of him for a time, humming low in her throat and eventually running her hands over his shaft and balls. Okay, she was actually quite good at this. Massaging his sack, she extended her tongue and lashed the underside of his cock while taking him deeper and then even deeper. Now that she was an elemental, apparently she didn’t have a gag reflex. Soon enough he felt her lips around the very base, and her nose pressing against his abdomen.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “You’re really good at that.”

Instead of replying, she smiled around his cock and lightly pulled on his sack while bottoming out while humming.

“At least let me return the favor,” he gasped.

It seemed like she had trouble pulling up off his cock. “What do you mean?” she asked.

He couldn’t understand at first, until it clicked. She just didn’t know what ‘returning the favor’ meant. “I get between your legs and I do you. With my tongue. You know, eat you out, eating at the Y, cunnilingus by a cunning linguist.”

“You’re certain you won’t burn?”

She’d just had his most sensitive organ in her molten mouth. In reply he slithered down out of the bed and crouched between her legs. Although he had no idea what this was about to taste like, he faced the blazing inferno between her thighs. Just a minute ago, it had been a hardened black codpiece of volcanic rock, but it had softened and melted back into lava with her arousal.

So when he stuck out his tongue and ran it over her creamy center, he was overjoyed to find it tasted like cinnamon and citrus fruit.

Her hands immediately went to his shoulders and she hunched over him, grunting.

He went to work after this, alternating between extending his tongue as far as it could go into her, and flicking at where he figured her clit ought to be. It was probably this little nugget of glowing red metallic substance in the middle of orange flowing lava.

“Uh…” she moaned. “Uh… what have… uh…”

He continued until she shuddered and smacked her face into the bed. Perhaps it was because she was a crew member now, but there was no problem with the bed burning.

“St… stop,” she gasped.

He obliged her. “Why?”

“On the bed.”

The bed was large enough for her to crawl up and spread out, and for him to lay between her legs and continue. It was a strange contrast to have the rough volcanic rock of her thighs in his hands, his tongue swirling around in her lava and her metal bit, and her glowing in the dark of night. Now she writhed and squeezed her molten breasts, arching her back and trying to keep from squishing his head between her thighs, until he pressed her legs against the sides of his head. After that, she lost all reason and just came.

He rested his head on her trim tummy, and felt the aftershocks of the orgasm ripple through her. Eventually her hands drifted down to touch his face.

“Why did you do that?” she whispered.

“Orgasms are awesome,” he replied. “Now, is there a situation we need to discuss, regarding your sister?”

She shook her head. “I want you,” she said instead.

“I want you too,” he said.

“Give me what Mizu wants,” she said softly.

“I just need a promise first,” he said.

Irritation now. “What?”

“You won’t make Mizu’s decision for her. If she wants this also, you won’t stop her.”

“Just… just come up… here.” She was trying to pull him bodily so was overtop her, and he obliged. But when her hand closed on his cock and started pulling at him, to get him inside, he froze.

“Promise me,” he told her, little more than a breath.

“Just… fuck me. You said you want it. Why don’t you just… do it?”

It was true. She was the perfect shape, and was begging for him. He’d been close to cumming in her mouth earlier, but didn’t want to cut festivities short or give her the idea that he was done with their encounter.

“It’s more important that you stop interfering in Mizu’s life.”

“She can’t… she’s a bad judge of character. Now give… me… this.”

He was just an inch from her opening, and she was arching herself up into him, trying to hump her way into having sex with her. Every time they made contact though, he pulled back.

“You said you owe me your life,” he said.

She froze.

“I’ll give you your life back if you stop doing this to your sister.”

“What if she chooses you over me?” she asked. The naked vulnerability surprised him.

“You’ll never stop being her sister,” he told her, pressing herself against her springy, fiery flesh. “Now, do you—”

“I promise,” she said, and then let out an explosive sigh when he sank into her depths a moment later.

He rutted into her like an animal now, enjoying the liquid heat that surrounded his cock at every plunging downstroke. He also loved the press of her breasts against his chest, and the way she clawed at his back. He loved the way her ankles crossed behind his back, and the way she kissed him just before throwing her head back and going through another loud, shuddering orgasm.

Ten minutes of bliss later he growled, told her what he was about to do, and loved the sound of her breathless begging for him to give it to her. Finally he couldn’t take more, and came just as loudly inside her.

The question of what this was going to do with Evie and Ashley would only cross his mind when Ashley woke him up for piloting detail two hours later.


31- Ash Ranks Up

Saturday, Day 2

While Ashley negotiated the surrender of the trading group, who were now around eighteen people down, Ash took the time to assign his experience points.

Having sex with Netsu amazed him. He hadn’t thought she would jump on a live grenade to save Mizu, but that’s exactly what she thought she was doing. He couldn’t exactly blame her for being overprotective, but just having sex with anybody your sister was interested in and then telling your sister they were pathetic horn dogs who would fuck anybody was pretty low.

Even if it could be argued that her heart was in the right place (and that was a tough argument to make) she was still sniping all her sister’s potential mates without discussing this with Mizu, and that was shitty. He now had to navigate the rapids of possibly letting Mizu know this bizarre, dirty, betrayal of a secret, or keeping Netsu’s secret safe.

He sighed, heavily.

Women were so fucking complicated. He couldn’t wait to link up with Lucy and have some male companionship to help him think through the multiple emotional and sexual labyrinths he was currently trying to navigate.

With regards to the xp, he’d gotten five thousand one hundred. He and Netsu were suddenly past being Casual Friends at 30 relationship points, and were just into Close Friends. This made sense, considering what she’d just confessed to him, The relationship increase was responsible for the initial chunk of points, but the rest came from his sexual advance.

He went from Amateur 3 to Amateur 5 with 2,000 xp, but the UI again gave him an ominous Warning when he went to cross over to Journeyman.

Warning! Advancing your class into Journeyman will necessitate your party coming across challenges and Random Encounters of Expert tier. This effect is much stronger for class advancement than attribute or skill advancement. The result will be an increased difficulty rating and more experience points for your party. Do you still wish to proceed? (Y/N)

The answer in this case was no, he didn’t want to proceed. Ashley probably wouldn’t survive long under those conditions. Evie and the twins needed to level up to at least Amateur 3, and maybe Amateur 5, before he took the plunge into Journeyman. He couldn’t keep everyone protected. This would also give him the time to search for more lower rarity cards, meld them together, and get ready to have an action deck full of rares and maybe a couple of double rares.

He grabbed up 2 attribute and 4 skill points, as before, from the 2,000 xp spent, and still had 11,100 left over, which was a steal.

His points went into Charming and Lucky, where all his free levels were going to go for the time being, giving him Journeyman 3 in Charming and Journeyman 3 in Lucky. The skill levels he put into Diamonds first, and got to Journeyman 7 before getting the notification he was about to enter Expert territory.

Okay, lesson learned. Two levels in Diamonds, and two in Staves. He wanted to be on the lookout, and identifying more of what they came across.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Amateur level 5

Good: 3/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Amateur level 3)

Charming- (Journeyman level 3)

Clever- (Amateur level 1)

Fierce- (Amateur level 1)

Lucky- (Amateur level 3)

Quick- (Amateur level 1)

Sly- (Amateur level 1)

Tough- (Amateur level 3)

Skills:

Coins (Amateur level 1)

Staves (Amateur level 3)

Swords (Beginner level 3)

Wands (Amateur level 2)

Hearts (Amateur level 1)

Diamonds (Journeyman level 7)

Spades (Beginner level 3)

All other skills unranked

Free points: none

Free xp: 3100

He couldn’t be more thrilled with how this was looking. Well, actually, if he didn’t see the ‘all other skills unranked’ message any longer, that would be nice. He plunked 85 xp into Arcana, which had only advanced very slowly, and 80 into Clubs. He missed having the ability to intimidate people… and also club them with blunt weapons. Next, he advanced Arcana to Amateur 1 with another 200 xp, and the same with Clubs.

Congratulations! The UI suddenly gushed. You now have ranks in all of the skills the system has to offer, a feat worthy of anyone’s prurient interest, regardless of race, gender, or age. You have unlocked a special achievement, and our hearts.

Special Achievement: Jack

You’re something of a jack of all trades, aren’t you? A know-it-all, at least a little. In addition, you’re in the first 10 on this new world to have obtained this achievement. You will be granted a boon of your choice.

*a copy of Class Reset spawns in your inventory once a day, but disappears at midnight if unused.

*7 copies of Clone Ability and 1 copy of Class Reset

*Unlocks all rare PC races and allows the choice of a new race.

*gain 20,000 coins, and three random gems of polished rarity or better

*gain 2 random double rare ability cards for your class

Ohhh nice.

He went over the options one by one. The first one didn’t seem like much, until he gave it some thought. He could be a barbarian just before a big fight, or transform into a rogue when a lot of sneaking was required, or traps in a dungeon. Depending on the adventuring party he stuck with long term, he might want to change into a tank or a healer.

And while changing up his class every day might seem ideal at first, it would be tiring. He’d need to cultivate several different high grade decks and keep them. It would require him to basically take all the cards as loot to build up a series of good decks, leaving nothing for any of the girls. Although he could take on any role and that would probably be useful to some small degree, it was more useful to do several things very well.

First option was a bust. As for the second option, it was easy to see how useful it would be to copy his best cards, or better yet, his best single card, then meld them and create an ubercard.

He did a quick bit of math and found that it would take 8 copies of a card to upgrade its rarity twice. He could take Hareminator, a rare, copy it 8 times, and have four double rares, then two ultra rares, then one hyper rare.

He admonished himself for immediately thinking with his dick again. He had Sorcerer spells that could be devastating at double rare. He could end up with a battlefield clearing fireball spell. At higher levels it probably became a firewall, a massive inferno, a rain of meteors, something like that. Plus, he doubted he had the prerequisites for Hareminator’s eventual melding into a higher rarity.

On the other hand, he could very well end up as a Bard pretty soon. With as much as he was dumping points into Charming and Hearts, it made sense to grab a flute, or a lute, and really lean into his role as sex-haver. It could be best to stick with Hareminator.

He really liked this one, and was leaning toward it. Time to move on, and think over the other options.

The 20,000 coin would disappear in a flash, putting him years ahead on his monthly payments to Ray Eastman, essentially penniless, and still not out of debt. So that was right out.

The locked races weren’t necessary. He’d unlock them eventually, by dying more and more. Plus, Netsu and Mizu had already proven that the locked races still had potentially crippling downsides.

Last, the two double rares were out as well. He could craft double rare cards soon, and the word ‘random’ always turned him off.

He took the seven copies of Clone Ability and the Deck Reset. One immediately went toward cloning Hareminator.

Hareminatrix was the result.

Requirements:

*Bard, Sorcerer or barbarian class level Amateur 5 or higher.

*Lucky at Amateur level 5 or higher.

*Diamonds skill at Journeyman level 5 or higher.

He fit all the requirements already. “Awesome,” he breathed, grinning. He’d have to wait on the higher rarity version of this card before the girls were at the precipice of Amateur as well. He needed a strong supporting adventuring party.

All the initial text was the same, including the bonus xp for increasing relationships and extra experience for hitting on (and going all the way) with sexual partners.

The new text added this:

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

Your radius for using auras is increased by 3 meters for each member of your party with whom you have had a sexual encounter.

All aura effects are increased by 10% for each party member in range with whom you have had a sexual encounter.

He put it into his action deck without replicating it again, since the next version would be far beyond his current stats. +15 meters of aura range was huge, assuming he eventually got with Mizu. +50% effectiveness was likewise enormous.

He returned his attention to the matters at hand, a notification that he was getting extra xp from Hareminatrix:

Congratulations! Your partner this time has a complicated view of men, but you were able to handle her roughly, though well. This user interface felt the heat of your union from all the way up here. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Sex: 1,000 xp

*First time with this partner: 5,000 xp

*Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp

The card upgrade was so amazing he just gaped at it. He stared with awe for a while until it sank in, and he started brainstorming the best ways to spend his newfound wealth.

He went over his character sheet and saw that, clearly, he should be advancing his class first and everything else next. Getting a card on top of free attribute and skill levels was just the better math.

He was interrupted by a cry of dismay from outside the captain’s cabin.

Oh, right, the bullshit they’d just fought off, currently presided over by Ashley. Boy was he glad she was the party’s diplomat. He had half a mind to execute every adult member of the traders, give a small sum of money to the children remaining, and take all the cargo left over.

All twelve of their combatants and half a dozen more ambitious civilians were either dead or wounded enough to make them no longer a threat. Mizu and Evie did the tying up, while Ashley healed people to the point where they wouldn’t immediately be killed, then talked with the new guy in charge. The last one had lost the ability to speak, along with his head.

“We’re going to be confiscating some of this cargo as spoils of war,” she explained. She then allowed them to reserve up to a single item each that Ash’s crew wasn’t allowed to touch. When they did so, she immediately swiped all of their most prized possessions. Savage, but in a good way.

“You’ll get these back when we land at our destination, provided you don’t cause any more issues.”

The people seemed to get the point, and quietly mourned their dead.

When he awoke with Netsu still snoozing on top of him, he grinned. She made a muffled noise of protest when he crawled out from beneath her, but quieted after he kissed her on the cheek.

“You promised,” he breathed.

The next Random Encounter came, again a Journeyman level one, and this one appeared as a destroyed hulk of a skyship in the midst of the desert. They debated just leaving it, since they had a bunch of people tied to the mast, and the other group not allowed on deck. With only five crew, they had to stay vigilant and ensure the traders didn’t try anything. Fortunately for them, most of the combat-age males and females had just been either killed off or tied up and healed up, enough that they wouldn’t bleed to death.

Ash was okay with leaving two of them on the ship to make sure the traders didn’t get any funny ideas. He took the ship down and left it to hover a good twenty meters above the desert floor, while they surveyed the wreck.

“Ideas?” He asked.

“Definitely an ice creature,” Evie said. “You can still see some icicles that haven’t melted off…”

“…and the wet sand in the shadows,” Mizu said from below decks. She had a similar reaction to the desert heat that Netsu had had just a couple of hours ago in the sudden downpour.

“Whatever it is, the corpse isn’t here,” he said.

“Ship fell from a short distance,” Evie went on.

“How do you figure?” Ashley asked, trying to inject herself in the conversation.

“Debris should be a lot more spread out if it fell from higher up. Maybe a lunging ambush predator,” Evie said. “We doing this?”

He nodded. “We should be quick about this. While we’re down below, I want you to take her up. ”

They followed his command. The newly expanded ship now had the Spellcraft version of the parachute, a set of pop out wings with small vials of magic fluid set into the brass and gold filigree in several places. Throdric would’ve known exactly what the ship was now equipped with. He, Netsu and Ashley strapped theirs on, popped the wings out to about two meters plus on either side, and leapt from the ship’s rail.

This was the craziest part of the day so far: leaping out into the void was terrifying, even if it was only about twelve meters up. It certainly looked like enough height to lead to his death, though he probably would’ve survived given his hit point total. Maybe.

After a terrifying moment of free fall, the wings hit the air and jerked him backwards a bit, then let him fall in a controlled manner. He spiraled around the wreckage, looking for claws, spines, nostrils the size of a kitchen sink, a buried gigantic eyeball, and the like. He didn’t find any, but that didn’t do much for the sinking feeling he got.

When he peered up, the Wind Runner was much higher up than it had been, and now circling the area slowly. Evie wasn’t going to fuck around with something that could take out a larger ship than theirs.

This downed ship had capsized. Curved supports had splintered and stuck out of the ground like a giant’s ribcage. The magi-tech repulser parts were scattered here and there, with only one of the dozen still attached to the bottom of the ship. The mast had shattered and cast of sails here and there. Bits of sailcloth still billowed in a futile attempt to get some bit of the ship skyward.

“No corpses.” Netsu said from beside him. Holy… she really moved way too quietly.

“She went over on her side starting here,” he said, pointing to where a lot of splinters became a wider and wider swath of destruction, some ten or fifteen meters off. “Whatever she was carrying, it’ll be inside.”

“Let’s go then,” Ashley said, and began stomping over there. Staves (Charming) told him she was being pissy about him speaking with Netsu. She still wasn’t fully with the program Evie had set in motion.

“Hold up,” he called. God, she was going to get herself captured again, getting angry that he was talking to another woman. They’d shared another girl together in bed; what bug had crawled up her ass now? Maybe it was because they hadn’t shared Netsu together, or whatever influence Evie had over her didn’t keep very long once Evie wasn’t with them.

He hated how complicated women were. Evie seemed like she didn’t have much in the way of complications, and loved that about her.

Ashley whirled in response, nostrils flaring. The orc side of her was taking control. She just lived violence where before she’d lived intense control.

“Netsu takes point, we assist her with spells. She’s got more hit points than us, more damage reduction than us, and a bigger war hammer than us.”

They found a point where Netsu could get inside, and he held her war hammer with his Telekinetic Hand while she climbed, then lifted it to her once she was inside.

Ash didn’t waste a moment. He turned. “Okay, I’m listening. What’s your deal?”

“My deal? My deal?” Ashley laughed, one bark of incredulous misery. “What the fuck are you doing, Ash? You’re my boyfriend. You can’t just go around having sex with lava girls and adorable bisexual inventor girls. Me first, me.”

“What is it you want?” he asked. “I got this card, and it’s the best chance for surviving we’ve got. I need to hit on other girls. That’s the way it has to go.”

“You have to hit on other girls, huh?” she barked.

“I just got five thousand experience points,” he said. One Journeyman level or five Amateur levels.

Her eyes went wide. “What? When?”

“For having sex with Netsu,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Five… thousand? Five thousand?” Her mind didn’t seem capable of handling that number of xps.

“You want me to keep you safe, this is how I do it,” he said. “And anyway, it’s not like you’re being completely ignored, are you? I let you do your thing in that dungeon with the little fuzz ball.”

She had the good grace to look abashed.

“And then you had sex without me,” he went on, “more than once.” Her face fell further. “Look, this is a weird time. We’re figuring shit out. We need to give each other some grace right now. You can have sex with Evie, with me, without me. She’s…” Horny as hell, he didn’t say. Maybe it was a nellwyn thing, like most nellwyns just got freaky at the drop of a hat. Ashley certainly got turned on by violence, being an orc. Whatever turned Evie on, it was happening often.

Actually he could use that.

“Come on, we need to make sure Netsu’s safe. And get what we came for.”


32- The Wedge

Sunday, Day 3

Netsu had already done most of the work by the time they arrived. A bunch of dead rodents and minor reward cards littered the overturned hull. Netsu was in the process of scooping up her rewards.

“What have we got?” he asked.

“All the cargo is smashed, except for this,” she indicated a small crate with alien script burned into the sides. And red paint in warning signs.

“That doesn’t look safe,” Ashley said, eyes sparkling.

He hoped it wasn’t something like the Quiverwhisker. On the other hand, they’d made 5,000 coin off it, and if necessary he had leverage to get Ashley to stop moaning.

The remainder of the cargo wasn’t just smashed, but the provisions were scattered, some lying in shallow puddles. The other crates had been smashed, but Staves (Clever) told him they’d been chewed on, and the metallic cargo was gone. Scraps of crates informed him this ship had been hauling spare parts, scrap metal, arms and armor. All that was just gone. Again, the UI made a check for him, and this time he succeeded with Arcana (Clever), his first ever Arcana success.

The bits of metal he could find had been corroded at the edges, and were painful to touch.

“I think we have a problem,” he said. “We need to get back to the ship.”

“Agreed,” Netsu said.

The ground began to rumble.

“We gotta get out of here!” Ashley said, unnecessarily, since her foot was already in Ash’s hands to get her boosted up and out.

The crate fit under one arm, and while Ash had no trouble boosting the two ladies up and out of the hole in the broken ship, he was too short to get out on his own. But, since he wasn’t in combat, he had access to his entire action deck at any given time. All of his cards came up in icon form, like he was playing Spellcraft.

He picked Telekinetic Hand and used it to levitate the crate up and out, attached to a rope pooled at his feet. As soon as the crate went out of sight he grabbed the one and of the rope.

“Grab on!” he shouted.

He felt the line go tight, and he began to climb.

The rumbling grew more intense as he went, up the five meters to the edge of the hole. It got so bad he had trouble hanging on. It became a roar, while everything shook, and it was all he could do to hang on. Outside, he watched Ashley wave at him from where she hadn’t grabbed onto the rope, as instructed. Netsu had hefted herself onto the crate instead of the rope, and now struggled to hold onto it, staring down at him. Splinters of the dead ship dug into his ribs where he clung to the rope, but the seismic rumbling continued.

A moment later everything was gone in a flash of white.

***

The thing that surged up out of the desert was white, but glittering with other soft pastel colors: pink, blue, mint. It was like a worm, but five meters across. It swallowed Netsu and Ashley in an instant, but somehow the rope held and dragged Ash up out of the broken ship’s hull, into the air, and then down against the creature.

He immediately blasted it with Force Missiles, twice, which didn’t seem to hurt it at all. He couldn’t even see its health bar from down here.

He was rising up, up, and up further, towards the Wind Runner. That was unacceptable. That ship was a fucking anchor around his neck and he would be damned if this thing would destroy it and cost him an extra 25,000 coin even while trudging through the desert.

The Wind Runner was already turning and gaining altitude, causing the gigantic maw of the worm creature to snap closed on nothing. Meaning Ash had the opportunity to climb the rope or prepare another spell.

He reached the edge, which was ringed with crystalline spears. Right now it had closed, but when it opened the mouth had to be some five meters across. Easily enough space for two young women to be swallowed whole and not even touch the sides. Hope warred against the certainty that inside the thing probably looked like a garbage disposal or the throat of a sea turtle, or a combination of the two.

When he climbed up onto the edge and balanced on two of its teeth, he immediately found Netsu and Ashley staring up at him from a good three meters away. Beyond that, the thing had a churning, turning throat composed of rocks and shards of crystal.

He called down. “Don’t… move.”

“We have no intention of moving,” Netsu replied, grunting with the weight of holding onto Ashley. Her feet were braced against the inner wall of the worm, but she had Ashley by the wrist.

Fuck. Okay. Ideas, ideas…

He ended up succeeding a Wands (Clever) check this time for inspiration. He had the tools, though Telekinetic Hand wasn’t strong enough… yet. But he could make a better version, if he made a huge sacrifice.

He rapidly copied Telekinetic Hand with his Clone Ability, twice, and combined them into a rare called simply Telekinesis. Internally he moaned at the cost of such valuable cards, but he really needed more power.

Telekinesis could now handle up to a hundred kilograms, which was perfect. He slotted it into his action deck, and went through spells while the worm surged forward and tried chomping his ship again.

Finally Telekinesis came up, and he lifted up Ashley out of the thing’s mouth. The timing had to be perfect, but he had it on the first try. She went sailing up, and up, and up until he flung her at the ship and she bounced off the main sail.

He peered down. “Do you trust me?”

“Not with that as the opening question,” Netsu replied.

“When I say, you’re going to dive straight at the belly.”

“You can have sex with Mizu all you want! I thought we established that already. I’m not—”

“Oh hush,” he said. “If this works you’ll be fine.”

“That is a large if,” she said. “Just get the telekinesis ability again and—“

She was interrupted by the worm’s breath attack.

He put on Boiling Blood just before a gust of freezing air came pouring out of the creature and dealt three quarters of Netsu’s health in damage in one stroke. A thick layer of ice coated the ship, causing it to lose altitude rapidly, both from the weight and the change in air pressure.

Luckily the damage reflected back on the worm, and it groaned loudly, snapping its jaws to the side in annoyance, rather than chomping down on the Wind Runner.

“Ready?” he asked.

Netsu just groaned in response. Her whole body had hardened into a thick layer of rock once again, and she looked stiff and pained.

The next time three cards came up, Fireball was amongst them. He called down to her, hoping she wouldn’t be stuck to the crate by unresponsive, rocky fingers.

Instead she immediately dropped towards the churning nightmare of the thing’s throat, and he cast Fireball down.

The result was cataclysmic. The fireball coated Netsu in refreshing, healing fire, blasted against the throat and inner walls of the creature, and Netsu got her war hammer down beneath her to crash into the thing all at the same time.

Now he really gave it all he had, picking and throwing spells at the inside of the worm’s body one after another. Everything he had, over and over, while Netsu smashed her war hammer and oozed heat into the thing’s rocky throat. And when Fireball came back around again, he was nearly out of mana, but he threw it down just as everything happened at once.

The throat opened.

Netsu fell.

A mass of frigid air came up.

Fireball slipped down over her, and into its gullet, and exploded somewhere below.

In the end the creature made an about face and fucked right off at the moment when Netsu bashed her way out of its belly from the inside. The worm decided it had had enough trouble with whatever meal it wanted, and turned to smash into the ground, where it burrowed down like the earth was actually just water. Netsu hit the ground and rolled away to avoid being sucked into its sandy wake.

De-icing the ship took time, which was good because Ashley wasn’t thrilled about being tossed through the sky, regardless of the fact that she’d had glider wings on. She stalked around, giving him a piece of her mind, while Evie coordinated the ship repairs. The repulsers wouldn’t work properly covered in ice like that, and they’d made a jerky landing not far from the hulk of the downed ship.

Ashley was in minute five or five hundred of stalking around after him, smacking him about the neck and shoulders. “—threw me fifty meters in the air. What if you’d missed? How could you—”

She stopped when Mizu surged up between the two of them.

“You already repeated this line six times,” she said. “I would like a word with Ash-san, please.”

Ashley froze in place, breathing hard. Her face twitched, before she turned on her heel and went off to Evie to complain about how unfairly she was being treated.

Mizu didn’t speak for a while. Instead she just let the silence do the talking for them.

“I am grateful to have my sister alive,” she said softly.

“Me too,” he said. “We lost a sibling already and coming to grips with it wasn’t fun.”

“I am sorry to hear this news,” she said.

“It’s okay, he was a douchebag and he ended up reviving. I hope he doesn’t squander his extra chance.” He was far more worried that Evie was going to suddenly come to her senses and stop being a cohesive glue between he and Ashley.

She wrapped him up in a tight, but somehow not wet, hug. He returned the gesture, feeling like she ought to wiggle and undulate under his hands, but she didn’t. The water inside her did ripple, but her outer shape was firm. Very firm. No clothing. Pressed up against him.

Turning her face up toward him slowly, she seemed somehow to be blushing. Her big eyes were fixed firmly on his collar bone, and then on his neck.

“I’m glad to be a part of your adventuring party, Ash,” she said.

“That makes three of us,” he replied, smiling.

“Three?”

“Evie seems to be all in on having more people with us. Ashley not so much.”

“Oh!” She suddenly had him held at arms’ reach. “I’m not going to, I mean I certainly never thought about, well, it’s complicated.”

Ash had an idea that everything with her and men was very complicated indeed. Netsu had made sure that every single boy she was interested in had been vetted and found wanting.

“Did you want to talk about it?” he asked, and immediately succeeded a Hearts (Charming) check.

“Oh, heh.” She chuckled weakly. “It’s just that I haven’t had any luck with boys. It seems like half of them just ghost me after a few dates, and the other half end up dating Netsu. Did you know I had one guy ghost me in the middle of a double date?”

“That’s awful,” he said, and genuinely meant it. He wondered if Netsu had taken the date to the bathroom, had sex with him behind her sister’s and her date’s back, and then threatened to blackmail him, or something similar.

“Mizu!” Netsu called. “Come see—” She froze on seeing the look Ash gave her. She immediately cooled from yellow down to a dull orange, shrank down, and went ‘eep!’ “Never mind!”

He held her hands. “I don’t think it’s you. I think you’ve had a rash of bad luck… but that’s over, okay?”

She studied his face. “What? How can you know my bad luck’s over?”

Hearts (Quick) check succeeded. “I mean I feel like your luck is about to turn around. This apocalypse has changed everything. And hey, you met me.” He gave her what he hoped was a disarming smile.

She grinned in response. “You’re so nice, but I couldn’t… if Ashley isn’t happy with me being around, Netsu and I will just part ways with you three once we get to San Diego.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “She has plenty of time to change her mind. After all, you were the driving force behind our success against the trader traitors.”

She chuckled at his awful joke. She really was all about trying to please people.

He leaned in close. “It’s Evie you want to impress,” he said. “Ever since yesterday she’s been kind of my second girlfriend.”

Mizu’s initial confusion over the words was adorable. Her realization and wide eyes were even more so.

“And when I say second girlfriend, what I mean is it’s complicated. She sort of has Ashley on a leash.”

“Oh!” Because she was made of water, it wasn’t easy to figure out whether her expression was surprised or horrified, but she didn’t snatch her hands away.

“There’s no obligation to stay with the party, and even if you do, no obligation to be with me, or either of them. You’re gorgeous, capable, fun, and everything a man finds attractive, but we’re in an apocalypse, so feel free to tell me to buzz off and put your survival first.”

“I… yes. Not that I wish for you to buzz off, but I wish to sort out my priorities. I’m uncertain what it means for you to have two girlfriends.”

Just watch and learn, he thought.

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckle. “No pressure. To adventure with you will be enough.”

Away from Mizu, he approached her sister, who had taken a seat with her back to the destroyed ship’s hull and was staring out into the middle distance.

“You wish to keep Mizu and exile me from the party,” she said. Was she crying? Bits of lava did seem to be pooling at the bottoms of her eyes.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he told her. “You’re an excellent melee Fighter and a good tank. You’ve taken a serious amount of punishment and kept going.”

Also he wanted to have sex with her again, because just the idea of having sex with a fire or lava elemental was rad as hell. On the other hand, he was thinking he might have to punish her for what she’d done to her sister.

“Tell me a story,” he said.

“What?”

“You went on a double date with Mizu?”

Her eyes went wide. “That’s none of your—”

“If you want to stay with me, honesty is the new policy.”

She swore under her breath and stood. “I don’t have to take this.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I’ll just take my sister and leave. You need us more than we need you.”

He loomed, trying to use his body to intimidate her, just a bit. Clubs, along with Fierce, did the trick, but only barely. “If that’s what you wish, but you’ll have to leave after telling her the truth.”

“You…” She stepped back at this, knocked one heel against the hull, and fell back against it. He loomed in even closer, stepping into her space.

“If you don’t tell her, and you try to leave, then I’ll tell her.”

“You would just drive a wedge between us like that?” she spat.

“I’m afraid I didn’t create the wedge, you did,” he said. “It’s been hanging over you two all this time. And if you want to rob her of the fastest way to get back to Japan, you’ll have to do it with her knowing.”

“I’ll tell her you had sex with me,” she spat. “And I’ll tell your girlfriend.”

“Okay.”

“Fucking… asshole,” she hissed.

“Which girlfriend are you going to tell, anyway? The new one, or the established one who lives under the thumb of the new one, who manipulates her with lesbian sex? Because hilariously, Evie and Ashley already know about you and I, and Mizu already knows half the stuff about Evie and Ashley.”

Her eyes searched his face for a time, looking for some lie he was telling, but he kept his expression carefully neutral. It wasn’t a lie, anyway; it wasn’t even much of an exaggeration.

“You don’t know what kind of wasp’s nest you’re poking here,” he told her. “I like Mizu and I told her she can stay here, with or without relationship stuff. She’s thinking about it. But you, you won’t be poisoning her against me. You promised that was over.”

He leaned in, closer still. Nearly kissing distance. “You can also stay here, with or without relationship stuff. That’s your choice. This isn’t my pleasure barge, it’s an adventuring ship that just so happens to have people on it who are having sex with me. And I was lucky enough that you were one of those people.”

She stared at him, and he realized the expression was halfway anger, halfway arousal. Somehow, he could tell that she was getting turned on.

“Right?” he asked, getting even closer. “You promised?”

“Right,” she finally gave in.


33- Ash Makes a Splash

Sunday, Day 3

Netsu didn’t have anything to say after being forced to acknowledge her promise, and just stood staring at all the possibilities she didn’t like and the choices she hated to make.

He changed the subject. “That’s what was inside the crate from the wreckage?”

She nodded, still shell-shocked by the corner he’d forced her into. Honestly it was a cage of her own making, and he was just showing her that the bars were much more restrictive than she’d thought. So he left her to it, and sat down and took a look at the thing she’d been holding.

It was briefcase sized, though a fat briefcase, and gunmetal gray in color, shining like it had been coated with a layer of resin. He ran his fingers over the rippling surface, like someone had dropped a pebble in the center, and then they’d frozen it solid, and finally coated it in gray metal. It didn’t appear to have any seams, though the sides had embossed lettering in a script he couldn’t read. He ran his fingers over the recessed letters on some lines, and the raised letters on other lines.

Odd, he thought he could understand all the languages. He could already speak Spanish with the Mexican people here, and Japanese with the twins.

This wasn’t like any writing system he’d ever seen before, though something tugged at the edge of his consciousness, an old memory from his early childhood. Being just a couple of years old and going to a parks and recreation center, where a couple of donated TVs had been hooked up to gaming consoles, and a couple of old, donated computers had been outfitted with games they could run.

Nova Corridor had been one of those games he and Lucy had played as kids, though mostly he watched while Lucy skillfully managed his units, resources, and hotkeys first in the story mode, and then in PvP, where he routinely got his ass kicked by Koreans. Ash had played it on weekends and afternoons when Lucy had to stay, or go home early, or couldn’t come play.

He was pretty sure these letters were the same ones on the Nova Corridor start up screen. This told him a lot of information. One, they were close to whatever border line separated Spellcraft from Nova Corridor. Two, he’d been right in thinking this was a Nova Corridor scenario rather than Nova Corps, so he was looking at Real Time Strategy with aliens, spaceships, heavily armored marines who actually died by the dozens, and a race of assimilator aliens who took your units and turned them into their units.

The later edition of the game had other features and new units all over the place, but the first one gave you the option to make a staggeringly massive army. Later games couldn’t seem to handle the load nearly as well, or the developers of the game didn’t want to have the unit count skyrocket so much.

Whatever the reason, he was dealing with Nova Corridor.

“You need to open,” he told the case.

It refused.

***

A knock came at the captain’s quarters, which gave him a smile. Ashley would never knock, and he didn’t think Evie would either. Right now, given her attitude, he expected Netsu to barge in and start hurling accusations or curses.

“Mizu? Come in.”

Mizu joined him in the captain’s quarters, smiling. “You knew it was me? How?”

“It was completely silent… you’re the only one who doesn’t walk around on deck.”

She giggled, then slid into the room on water feet.

“I had a talk with Netsu,” she said.

He set down the case and stood from the desk. He didn’t want furniture between them for this. “Did you indeed?”

She nodded, grinning. “I told her I liked you, but there’s… you have a lot going on, romantically.” Not how he thought this was going to start, but he could ride this wave of conversation.

“And what did Netsu have to say about that?”

“She doesn’t like you, but she told me if I wanted to jump into bed with a playboy, go right ahead. Can you believe that?”

She was fidgeting, which he found equally as adorable.

He nodded. “She knows about Ashley and Evie as well, but… there’s the little matter of being there to save her life a couple of times.”

“There is that,” she said.

“Well I’m disease free,” he said. “There’s a potion for that.” Amazingly, STIs were a thing of the past now that he had a purify potion, or a spell Ashley had. Drunk? It could make you sober. Poisoned? It purged the poison. Paralyzed because of some spell? Boom you can move. Pick something up at the local brothel? You can’t, because the women there have purify potions.

Now that he considered it, he was curious about how many old folks had just gotten a new lease on life with potions, healing and purifying magic, and the ability to take on the body of a twenty-something or an immortal NPC. Suddenly this apocalypse seemed a lot less apocalyptic.

Her giggle broadened his smile, and he left the case on the table, then walked around and leaned against it.

“Do you really think—“

“Do I really think you’re beautiful? Absolutely.”

She blushed again, though it was difficult to tell. He was getting better at reading her features. “Ash, I’ve never… um… done it. Every guy I’ve ever gone out with just, didn’t work. I’m a little worried.” She was shifting her hips back and forth. This rubbed her thighs together. She was also clasping her hands against her belly, wringing them over and over again, fidgeting. The innocence and purity of it got him hard without her really touching him at all.

He nodded. “Worried over Evie and Ashley? They understand, and approve.”

“You know how people say it’s painful?” she asked.

He basically fell in love with her at this moment, then shook himself mentally. It would not do to profess his love to a girl he’d just met, while his two girlfriends were right over there.

“I do not wish to, if this will hurt me.” She gave him an apologetic smile.

“I promise to be gentle, always,” he told her.

“I know… I just do not… it is difficult to push aside the worries.”

He smiled back in sympathy. Her attitude was infectious. “No pressure. I’ll keep my activities with Evie and Ashley relegated to the captain’s quarters and try to keep quiet so people don’t get grossed out.”

She eased the door closed, then turned to him and glided across the floor. Her liquid hair fluttered out around her shoulders.

“Will you take care of me?” she whispered.

“I’ll take care of you,” he replied, and embraced her.

“And you are not disgusted because I am composed of water?”

“I think your body is amazing and fascinating, and I can’t wait to taste you,” he whispered in her ear.

“And…”

He leaned down and pressed his lips against hers. Her words melted into a moan and she wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him back.

This gave him the opportunity to explore her as he couldn’t before. Her curves, the toned ass, the long legs, were all made of the same springy substance. It felt normal, like you would expect skin to feel, except where he should’ve encountered bones. Where her hips and ribcage should’ve been, he instead found more of the skin-like, pliable Mizu.

She didn’t need to breathe, so the kiss went on for ages. He licked at her lips and was pleased to feel her tongue slip into his mouth.

She wasn’t salty tasting. She was, however, wriggling and writhing up against his body, making him harden. She was so full of need she was practically climbing him. One leg wrapped around his waist, which made the humping even more lewd.

While they’d been kissing, something happened to her that melted some of her watery ‘clothing’ into a nude shape, including bared breasts, protruding nipples, and clearly delineated nether regions. He could now plainly see a fake thatch of hair and lower lips, where before it had looked a bit like she was wearing a dress.

“I want you,” he breathed.

“I want you too,” she moaned. “I don’t care about Evie and Ashley.” They can watch for all I care, was what Ash wanted to hear next. “Just once.”

Her pussy was grinding against his pants, slowly grinding up and then back down. He was hypnotized by the way her breasts squished up against his chest.

“Are you s—” was as far as he got before she told him.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes I need it.”

To show just how much she needed it, she did all the work, dropping to her knees and pulling his clothes off frantically. Then she took his cock into her mouth, halfway before stopping. Gagging, sounds of struggling emerged, which didn’t make much sense given she didn’t have a throat.

“I’m sorry,” she said, coughing a few times. “I am unfamiliar…”

“It’s okay,” he said, and lifted her onto the bed so he could get between her legs. She tasted clean, like water out of a bottle, but after a minute or two he began to taste something sweet. Like her gag reflex, it didn’t make sense, but it was magic, and she was magic, and that was apparently all that needed to be said.

She really was magic.

“Now,” she moaned. “Now, right now, please.”

He couldn’t say no to that, though he wanted to find out if the sweet taste intensified and how she would taste when she came. Still, there was no stopping her. She pulled on his shoulders and got him up onto the bed, staring down.

“Will you fit?” she asked.

Another ridiculous question. He was pretty big, slightly bigger than he’d been as a human, but she was literally made of water. Even if she was a foot shorter than him, it shouldn’t matter.

“It’ll fit. It might hurt a little,” he said, “but pretty soon it should feel great.”

He lined his cock up with where he thought her hole was and slowly pressed inwards. She immediately responded by arching her back, scrunching her face down, clutching at the bedsheets, and letting out a long groaning sigh of pleasure and pain.

He eased himself out, then slowly back in. She was both incredibly tight, and also quite warm. Hotter than he’d expected from a body of water.

Soon though she had loosened up enough to admit him, and her body began to respond with more excitement and less trepidation. Now she was wiggling and spreading her legs, her hands drifted up to his chest muscles and her eyes slowly opened to regard him, staring down at her.

He’d kept the pace very slow for her, as she was a newcomer, but she was breathlessly begging for more, more, more.

“I love it, don’t stop,” she told him, in between moans. “Don’t stop, don’t ever stop. Make love to me, Ash.”

So he slammed fully into her, and listened to her moaning grow sharper, louder, full of passion. He kept hammering away, loving the pliable feel of her. Not one bit of her was sharp or bony, and every portion had some little bit of give.

Instead of arching her back in a vain attempt to keep him entering her only shallowly, she hunched her hips up to meet his thrusts, eyes wide and unseeing, hands clutching against his back, mouth open and sounds emerging without any conscious control. She literally wailed out, and for the first time, came hard.

Her body shivered and shuddered against his.

“Oh, Ash, something is—”

She came, hard. The orgasm flooded out of her in a rush that coated his cock, balls, and tops of his thighs in warm fluid. It suddenly smelled of some unidentifiable flower. After more shuddering, Mizu fell limp onto the bed, heaving for breath and seemingly unconscious.

“Are you all right?” he asked. He stopped thrusting, not sure if she was okay or not. For whatever reason, he still wasn’t anywhere near his own release. Sure she’d felt good, and it was damned incredible to have found a squirter, but he’d only been going at her for about five minutes.

“Wonderful,” she mumbled, eyes still closed and one arm thrown over her face. Little tremors still went though her body, and any movement from him caused more moans.

“Tell me how you’re doing,” he whispered.

“I’m… better than ever in my life,” she said. “Never… before…”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

She was silent for a time, mulling over how her life had changed. Ash was content to cuddle.

“I think… maybe I was lucky.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Maybe it was meant to be now, and I was being saved just for this. Good karma, or luck intervening, or God smiling down from heaven showing me that waiting was good, the rejection only… only sent me searching harder, and that the change in my self made this first time… quite special. All that searching and I found you.”

A distant warning sign went off in his head, but for now he crushed it. He wasn’t going to talk this girl down from what she thought was like a religious experience. Though he was especially worried about whether or not she might try vaulting straight to the L-word.

They cuddled for a while, with her continuing on about how lovely it had been, and how she really was blessed for waiting these several years. She told him stories about her first ever boyfriend, and about how one day he had just started to shun her. More likely, Netsu had gotten her claws in him and forced him to have sex with her, then told him he was never to come back. That boy stopped talking to her in high school, just four years ago.

She got up on one elbow. “I wish to do it again,” she said.

“I recall somebody saying ‘just once’ a few minutes ago,” he said.

She giggled. “There is time, yes? Because of the ice?”

Evie and Ashley probably wanted a turn with him, or at least to hear the gossip. “We do indeed.”

“And if you can make me feel like that again, I’ll go get the ice off the ship like this.” She snapped her fingers, spraying a fine mist into the air.

He grinned. Of course she had the power to do that.

Well, if she wanted a religious experience, he was damn sure going to try his very best to give it to her.

So instead of talking, he parted her legs and dove in once more, licking and exploring her curious anatomy for all he was worth. Soon he had her writhing and clutching at him, calling his name, and soon after that, she was shoving her pussy up at him, with legs wrapped around his head. And almost immediately after that, she yelled out in ecstasy and sprayed his whole head with water that smelled like perfume.

She lay gasping on the bed, until he flipped her over, bodily, and pulled on her hips until she was up on hands and knees.

“Ash? What—“

She got that far before he drove in and speared her to the hilt. Now she cried out, but not in pain. For a while her head hung and she made the same noise over and over again, ‘unh, unh, unh’, until he slapped her ass and caused her to cry out.

He really gave it to her this time, not stopping when she told him she was going to cum again, not stopping when she sprayed out more of her liquid, and not even stopping when she collapsed onto her stomach on the bed.

“Huh,” she panted. “Wait…”

He didn’t wait. Instead he kept humping down into her. Long, deep strokes ending in a fierce push against her spongy body.

“Ash!” she gasped, and came again, even more this time. The captain’s cabin now smelled distinctly of some liquid perfume, and even then he didn’t stop.

“Wuh-wuh-wait,” she cried out, but he didn’t wait. Her fingers gripping the bedsheets were beginning to waver, and the shockwaves of his thrusts traveled through her like she was a pond and he was a series of pebbles dropped in. Her whole body rippled back and forth, the ripples smashing into each other like he was currently smashing her. Finally, she came yet again, crying out loudly just as Ash approached and then hit that precipice. He came, hard, just as she lost her form completely and became nothing more than a puddle of water.

She literally splashed apart, though she didn’t soak into the bed. Her body floated together in one wide puddle, like she was made of mercury. That tiny pond slid slowly off the bed and onto the floor, where it reconstituted into Mizu, the still-naked version.

He experienced a single moment of panic, with her like that, wondering if he’d killed her somehow. That moment passed though, when her voice drifted up from the floor. “How did you... know… where did you... learn… to do… that?” she panted. She slowly coalesced into a panting, heaving humanoid shape again.

“I had no idea that would happen,” he told her truthfully. It was fucking awesome, honestly, xp or no xp from the card.


34- The Wind Runner Is Lost

Sunday, Day 3

Mizu bounded out of the cabin, watery clothes reforming around her body, and got to work de-icing the ship while very much still in the afterglow. She made quick work of it, too, what with her religious experience seeing the face of God through orgasm.

In the meantime, Ash got down to business with his first new rewards from Hareminatrix.

He’d been rewarded with an astonishing 41 relationship points, putting him squarely in Intimate Friends and just about where Evie sat with him. This was worth 4,100 xp, first off, and then the UI went into lurid detail.

Congratulations! You really gave it your all with this partner. Any user interface would be lucky to witness the tally you just raked in. This one sure does. 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

*Squirting orgasm: 10,000 xp + 1 rare reward card

*Multiple simultaneous orgasms: 25,000 xp + 2 rare reward cards

Total: 43,000 xp, 3 rare and 3 uncommon reward cards

He gave a low whistle, astonished at the haul. If he got this much every time… no, surely that wouldn’t be possible. Surely the system would diminish the rewards. Well, he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, and set about to spending xp.

Since he still had almost 9,000 left over from the sex with Netsu, and he’d just gotten a fucking tsunami of xp, he went into spending-a-ton-with-priorities mode. Skills impacted the random encounter difficulty the lowest, attributes higher, and his class highest. So it stood to reason he could go to Journeyman with all the useful skills, then right up to the top of Amateur with his attributes.

First priority was obviously: upgrade his Lucky and Diamonds to keep up with the future versions of this card, but keep his attributes below Journeyman for now.

He stopped after dumping xp into Diamonds, Lucky, Attuned, Tough, and then Hearts, Staves, Spades and Clubs. By the end there he’d just been pressing buttons and confirming yes.

He still had 18,000 xp left and still about a million ways to spend it, so he considered. Attributes seemed to be used more often. Clever, Quick, and Fierce could use it the most. He put 3 levels in each, saw he had 9,000 left, and spent another 4 levels in Sly, and a single Journeyman level in Charming. He then surveyed his whole character sheet and marveled.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Amateur level 5

Good: 3/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Attuned- (Amateur level 5)

Charming- (Journeyman level 3)

Clever- (Amateur level 4)

Fierce- (Amateur level 4)

Lucky- (Amateur level 5)

Quick- (Amateur level 4)

Sly- (Amateur level 5)

Tough- (Amateur level 5)

Skills:

Arcana (Amateur level 1)

Coins (Amateur level 1)

Staves (Amateur level 5)

Swords (Amateur level 1)

Wands (Amateur level 5)

Diamonds (Journeyman level 7)

Spades (Amateur level 5)

Hearts (Amateur level 5)

Clubs (Amateur level 5)

All other skills unranked

Free points: none

Next, he went through the reward cards. His first thought, on seeing Tsunami, was that these cards were far less random and far more tailored to his current set of cards in his action deck. He wasn’t wrong; although the next one was called Swift Moccasins, the Channeler’s Bracers were right up his alley.

Tsunami did exactly what he hoped: a whole mess of elemental water damage, knockback and more damage if the tsunami came from a natural water source. The damage wasn’t as impressive as Fireball, but of course fire would do more damage. Still, he had a girl made entirely of water, and that meant he also had a healing spell for Mizu. It went right into the deck.

Swift Moccasins gave him a bonus to Quick passively, but also a large bonus to initiative whenever combat started. He channeled mana into them and watched as they appeared on his feet, and the boots disappeared back into card form.

Now, the moccasins were only uncommon and not incredible, the Channeler’s Bracers were rare and gave him excellent bonuses. One, +20% mana pool, and two, a bonus +10% damage when using magic attacks. Those went on immediately and would never come off, even in bed.

They even looked cool, like gold filigree and living marble wrapped around his wrists and forearms. Beneath the curling flowery gold bits the veins in the marble and colors slowly shifted. These all culminated in a ball of magic stuff at the webbing of his thumb, which lit up as soon as he cast a spell.

His next uncommons weren’t any he’d had before, but he liked them anyhow. These were specifically drow cards, special abilities called Subterranean Silence and Unnerving Cold. The first cost stamina and created silence near him, while the other cost stamina and gave him resistance against psychic attacks. It also gave him a bonus to intimidation. For now, they didn’t go into his deck. He didn’t want to dilute the chance to get his more powerful cards.

His last uncommon ended up being 189 coins, and he frowned down at it, but luckily it didn’t immediately disappear. When he stacked it with his other coins he ended up with 252, and still they weren’t whisked off to Ray Eastman.

He chuckled darkly. “That’s right asshole, you can’t just take every last coin I get, now can you?”

And then he sobered up, knowing he had another 28,000 or 29,000 coins to go. Lucky for him, he was paid up for the month. Thank Mizu’s God that he had another full month to get, what, a thousand coins?

“Every thousand coins,” he muttered to himself. “Nine hundred ninety nine will be okay.”

The last rare card was another copy of Boiling Blood. Damn, he still couldn’t make the damn set. Oh well, he was up to 16 cards with Tsunami, so he threw Boiling Blood in there for a higher chance of drawing a rare.

With the ship de-iced, they got back underway. It wasn’t another twenty minutes before they saw the thing Ash decided to call the Boundary. Looking at it reminded him that, in all likelihood, his action deck wasn’t going to be useful in Nova Corridor or Nova Corps.

Well, no use in worrying. Not counting Hareminatrix, which was never drawn, he had 17 cards in his deck now, 5 of them rare. Nice.

This was a wall of pure shifting colors, aurora-like, magic spears dancing up into the sky like skyscrapers made of blades of color and light. It wasn’t right at the border to California, but it felt pretty damn close.

“Cunt buckets… what the fuck is that?” Evie asked.

They’d talked about it. Ash was pretty sure the tiny Artificer just enjoyed swearing. She was also saying what was on the minds of all the traders they were currently allowing up on deck. “It’s a different game system,” he said, though not as confidently as he hoped. “I’m almost sure it’s Nova Corridor on the other side.”

Space. The next frontier.

It did not escape him that Wind Runner was not a spaceworthy vessel. That said, he couldn’t imagine a game system that would simply suffocate you to death upon entering and kill you outright. Spellcraft hadn’t killed him at the outset, and though he’d thought Ashley was going to die instantly from having a ball of magical flame enter their apartment, it hadn’t disposed of her either. They’d gotten more than a fair shake by the system, with their Full Revives.

It stood to reason that Nova Corridor wouldn’t be so punishing either.

He turned. “Look. Anyone who wants off can get off. I think what’s going to happen is Wind Runner here transforms into a spaceship, we all transform into aliens, and our cargo becomes sci-fi stuff. The trader carts probably become little freighters attached to… whatever our ship becomes.”

A corvette, most likely, a fast little gunship.

Honestly, it was just wild that two days ago he’d fallen asleep after some exhausting sex with Ashley, her super drunk and mouth tasting like a fucking ashtray. Her hair an absolute rat’s nest, grinding on him too hard, raking his back with her nails far harder than he found sexy. Now two days later, big green orc Ashley was clutching his arm and hanging on his every word like her life depended on it.

Not only that, but he literally had just conceived of a reality in which all his magic gear and his flying magic sailing ship might really, actually, become an honest-to-God spaceship. Which might mean really fighting off hordes of assimilation aliens or the hyper advanced ones with the psychic powers.

“I’ll go through, and come back, and let you know what happens,” he said.

“It should definitely be me,” Evie said.

“And why is that?” he asked.

“I already have a gun, and goggles. I can make a breathing apparatus real quick.”

“Then just give it to me,” he said.

“Don’t pull this savior shit,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

“How about a breathing thingy for all of us?” Ashley asked.

“Not enough parts.”

Ash finally agreed to allow her through, but when they walked right up to the barrier, they began to make out shapes, landscape, and people on the other side. A lot of the men were clunking around in blurry but clear armored space marine suits out of Warverse, while mech suits also tromped here and there, delivering supplies and cutting apart what was probably a downed spaceship into scrap.

Although it wasn’t totally clear, not with the wall of light in the way, it sure was exactly what he recognized from Nova Corridor.

Above, hanging in the sky, was a ship like the offspring of a hammerhead shark shaped ship which had had sex with a Star Destroyer. A ship that was vast and clouded by the atmosphere, but definitely a spaceship needing hundreds of crewmembers.

In other words, definitely Nova Corridor. When he stuck his arm through, he noted it was covered by a slightly blurry, but definitely bulky exo suit hand, easily doubling its size.

“Insanity,” he said, and stepped through.

***

Twenty minutes later, the Wind Runner, now in her awesome new form, released the traders’ little freighters and the cargo that hadn’t been confiscated.

Everything had changed the moment they eased the ship across the barrier. One, the magi-tech skyship had indeed transformed into a small gunship, getting even larger to accommodate the cargo in the hold and the trader carts, which had transformed right along with everything else. All the people had instantly transformed from their fantasy races into sci-fi aliens.

Evie now had two regular-sized arms, and two smaller arms sprouting out below those, with four long fingers each, along with soft purple skin, two more eyes than necessary, and antennae. She, like many of the traders, was staring at her hands and then running off to find a mirror. Ash now wore a space marine exo suit, a bulky thing with a surprising amount of articulation. Checking in the mirror, he discovered the suit had been painted with crude graffiti showing a death’s head engulfed in flames. One of his arms now had a great big ASS painted along the one forearm, with FCKR painted on the other.

Ashley had transformed into a shield-holding medic, with a great big red cross on it and on her helmet. Notably, she was back to her regular tall, brunette, hazel-eyed self in the bulky medic suit.

Mizu and Netsu were the most interesting, with both of them transforming into Daxorin. Mizu was barely visible in a ball of light, though her alien armor could be made out, and a suggestion of a face with two huge eyes. The rest glowed from within, though Ash’s helmet automatically dimmed to give him an outline of her arms and legs.

Netsu, by contrast, could barely be seen because she was somehow darker than the rest of everything around her. Like light didn’t have permission to get near her.

Which was weird because she kept flexing one four-fingered hand and creating a blade made entirely of deep red light. Both her hands had bulky bracers on them that kept igniting with that same light that wasn’t really light. The reddish blades were just as hard to make out, enveloped in the strange aura of darkness surrounding her.

She was robed in something that might once have been a cloak, but had been slashed to ribbons. Some of those ribbons were maybe draped over her front.

All in all, she probably would’ve been really interesting to look at, if he could’ve. Most of her features were hidden by the darkness.

Ash pulled up his quest board, and remembered that he still had a missive to relay to someone in San Diego, or Diego’s keep as it had been called at the time.

It wasn’t now. It now listed the destination as Diego Station. Luckily, it was only twenty kilometers straight ahead, which was nothing at all for the fucking gunship they were piloting. Twenty kilometers passed without a random encounter, thankfully, with them flying past the large open terrain of this world, out into fucking space, and up through the cold void to a tiny blip.

That blip soon grew to be as large as a city, floating and slowly rotating in space. Attached to it were a number of smaller ships, but none that looked like his ship.

“We need a new name for the ship,” he said.

“No Wind Runner, then?” Evie asked with a smirk.

“No wind in space,” he replied.

“Umm… how about Void Runner?” Ashley suggested.

Everyone turned to look at her.

“I love that,” he said, surprised by both the idea and the beaming smile he got out of her.

They received docking clearance without issue, since apparently Diego Station had scanned them and discovered that he was hauling an encrypted message for them. They were cleared to enter docking bay nine, and Ash just marveled at the entire thing. It was so fucking real, so actually there.

Which, of course it was. He’d already fought owlbears, giant worms made of crystal, goblins on speeder bikes, and a cloud-based shop owner whose head had gone all swirly when he’d been attacked. Of course the fantastic was real.

But somehow the cold void of space being where San Diego ought to have been really did it to him. He couldn’t wrap his head around it for several minutes, even after they pressed the button for auto landing, and the ship did all the work for them. He simply stared out of the bridge’s massive viewports, which were in actuality just huge screens broadcasting the view from a bunch of cameras placed around the outer hull.

“I don’t even know what to say,” he breathed. “It’s… real. It’s all real.”

“It’s doing the same to me,” Evie muttered. “All the magic spells and dragons and stuff didn’t seem so weird because we were on the ground, or flying. People fly in the sky sometimes, sure… but nobody here has ever been in space. Less than one percent of one percent of the human race has ever been in space.”

“And here we are,” Ashley said.

“Presidents don’t even go to space, Ashley,” Evie said.

“I know,” his first girlfriend replied, though Evie gave her a look that said, ‘really though, do you?’

They stopped marveling when the huge light in the docking bay went from red to green, and the force field shimmered into place over the huge opening in the bay. Aliens and robots began scurrying about to do whatever jobs needed doing with the ship.

Void Runner. Actually a pretty cool name, if he did say so himself.

“Okay,” he said. “This is my mission. We’ll be on our way in just a second, so everybody stay aboard.” Especially if his suspicion about Mizu and Netsu was correct, they needed to stay out of sight. “Nobody comes on board, nobody gets off, and only Evie and Ashley take calls if there are any. You two…”

“What about us?” Netsu asked in a spooky alien voice, not with words, but directly into his head. Then her dark eyes widened, which Ash couldn’t see but he could feel in his mind. Her surprise was just in his brain.

“If I’m correct, Ashley, Evie and I are Coalition, and you two are Daxorin. We might be allies, but there’s a very good chance Coalition and Daxorin are enemies. The game we’re in always pits faction against faction, but a lot of the battles are Coalition against Assimilator, and Coalition against Daxorin. So your presence could mean a lot of bad and we don’t need that. We need to find Lucy and Jez and their baby, and nothing else. Once that’s done we can see about somebody else’s story quest line.”

Nobody had any issues with that, so he took the thing that had once been a letter from a merchant in Phoenix and headed down the boarding ramp.

Time to go finish off a quest.


Interlude V- Throdric Lives By A Code

Throdric lived by a code inspired by Conan, which was to see your enemies driven before you. Hear the lamentations of their princesses. Burn their everything.

“Okay I don’t remember the exact quote but it doesn’t matter. What matters is I understand the meaning. Strength makes you better.” Therefore it didn’t matter if you were right or wrong, or even good or bad, you were alive and your enemy was dead.

“The Ashhole took me by surprise in the midst of a crucial moment of weakness and that makes him evil and wrong and needing punishment.”

Ash had also then fled the scene, before righteous retribution could be visited upon his person in the form of Throdric’s warhammer.

“Fleeing proves you’re a coward.”

“Fuck,” Rachel said from directly ahead of him.

“You’re living proof that might makes right. I’m mightier than you, and you bow before me. This is the way. This is the good and natural structure of the world.”

“Can we not?” Rachel asked, rolling her eyes. It was frankly astonishing that she could look so pathetic, so annoyed, so bedraggled, so superior, and still be the one in filthy ripped rags with a magically-infused manacle around her neck.

“What?”

Rachel’s felinian tail hadn’t stopped being frizzed out like she was furious, and the cat ears sticking out of the top of her head were laid back and flat. Also every look she turned his way was malice personified. “Can we not go over this again? I don’t want to hear it for like the millionth time, and Darren doesn’t want to hear it either. I bet the desert is sick of hearing—”

“Don’t bring me into this,” Darren groused. “I didn’t say anything—“

“You definitely said you don’t know how much more you can handle—“

“I didn’t say that! You misheard me—“

“—and you’d rather put yourself out of your misery than listen to one more minute—“

“I definitely didn’t say that!” Darren protested.

“Which is as good as you admitting you said the first thing about not being able to handle anymore of his better-than-thou bullshit—”

“Enough!” Throdric roared.

Silence fell over the little skyship, the Throdric’s Revenge. A gem of a name if he did say so himself, which he did.

Throdric had been very pleased to learn he could simply go into debt with the used skyship dealer and transform his winged flight pack into a large rowboat-sized skyship. Unfortunately this meant the three of them had to be in very close confines. It was like that movie with the young man in the boat with the tiger, except he was the tiger and these two idiots kept poking him with a stick.

Also they were chained to the mast by their necks. There was that.

“Not another word. You will not be allowed to annoy me to death,” he said.

“I didn’t—” Rachel started, but he cut her off.

“Another word and you go back over the rail.”

Her mouth snapped shut, eyes wide. Dangling over the side of the ship by her neck had not been her idea of a good time, clearly.

Darren either. Throdric watched a full body shudder go all the way down Darren, and he raised his hand to his throat to try to massage away some of the discomfort.

Throdric had seen the fun in it.

“Now, no more talking. Merely pilot the ship.”

“Are you certain we’re going the right way?” she asked, subdued.

“Of course I am,” he lied. “A little to the right.”

He was infuriated to learn that the quest indicator disappeared. Ash had suddenly gotten a head of steam and blasted away, moving from just three kilometers to almost two hundred in just a few hours. His absolute rage at this development had caused his wingpack to offer him up the enhanced version for only five thousand coins, repayable in monthly installments (with a tiny bit of interest!).

And then the quest indicator just up and vanished.

Had he died? The only thing he could think of, until about thirty kilometers out, when the strange rainbow aurora wall of light shimmered into view. The thing grew, and grew, and grew, until it took up the entire sky. And the ground, for that matter.

Thankfully that last half hour had gone by in silence, though Rachel did make annoyed little sounds to try to wind him up. Well it wouldn’t work. They approached the thing, and her sounds of annoyance soon became little gulps of nervousness, and then glances in his direction, and then finally complaints.

They weren’t going through that, were they? It was a fucking wall. He was insane if he thought she’d go through that. Really Throdric, this was pure insanity, there was no way to tell what, or who lay on the other side, if anything at all. He was going to get them killed, like the selfish psychopath he was, and no healing was going to help them get out of this mess.

Wait… no, he could definitely see something on the other side. The yawning void of space. And with it, the vague outline of his quest indicator, only re-skinned to look like a science fiction holographic readout, with little shapes floating around in circles and reticles and little expanding boxes with the words in them.

“He’s still alive,” Throdric hissed.

“Oh my God we’re gonna die!” Rachel moaned. “Suffocating in the vacuum of space sounds even worse than being hanged by the worst dwarf cleric in existence.”

“Throdric?” Darren asked uncertainly, but it was too late: the prow of the ship pierced through the wall of color-shifting magic and kept right on floating. “Throdric are you sure—” Poor idiotic, pathetic, weak Darren, couldn’t even get a full sentence out to save his life. He turned a horrified gaze back on Throdric as the curtain of light swallowed him up too.

The wall slid over the ship, and Throdric drew in a deep breath as it passed. If he ended up in space without a space suit, he wasn’t entirely sure what he’d do, but he was certain of one thing: Ashhole was on the other side, and he wasn’t going to get away from Throdric this time.

The feeling of the wall was… strange. His whole body was rearranged into something brand new, he could feel it. His mana was gone, and with it the ability to feel connected to the entire world all at once. He no longer felt the blades of grass and the petals of the flower humming with the vibrance of the world. Instead he had something within him that was perhaps even better. He was becoming nothing but pure potential.

And then they were through.


35- Elevating to Purple

Sunday, Day 3

Ash reviewed his new game system situation while he waited for the station people to admit him and get whatever was in this former rune-covered briefcase-turned futuristic tablet, with runes and water ripples on the back.

First, the attributes were roughly analogous, and remained at the same level as his current attributes.

Ash Phoenix

Coalition freelancer, male, Starship Captain, Amateur level 5

Good: 3/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Inventive- (Amateur level 5)

Alluring- (Journeyman level 3)

Strategic- (Amateur level 4)

Tactical- (Amateur level 4)

Lucky- (Amateur level 5)

Reflexive- (Amateur level 4)

Crafty- (Amateur level 5)

Resilient- (Amateur level 5)

Inventive had replaced Attuned, which the only strange one, though Tactical was the new Fierce. He looked up Inventive and found that it applied to electrical, mechanical, and jury-rigging something from spare parts. Which, unless he was missing something, now made him much more like Evie.

The skills were another matter.

Skills:

Politics & History (Amateur level 1)

Commerce & Haggling (Amateur level 1)

Perception & Knowledge (Amateur level 5)

Personal Weapons & Armor (Amateur level 1)

Demolitions & Weapons Systems (Amateur level 5)

Karma (Journeyman level 7)

Piloting & Electronics (Amateur level 5)

Convincing (Amateur level 5)

Driving & Mechanical (Amateur level 5)

Okay on second look, most of them were pretty similar, until it came to the sci-fi stuff. Hearts, Diamonds, Staves, Coins, and Swords were roughly the same. Arcana too, if he understood the Spellcraft version he’d barely used.

Okay, he could handle this.

Last, he took a look at his action deck, desperately hoping against hope that Hareminatrix was still sitting there. Then swore to himself.

First off, the action deck no longer existed. He had no mana points, he had energy points, and the little squares that used to be his action deck were instead units he was allowed to create.

He now had advanced mining drones. These had a slightly enhanced mining speeds, and moved quicker than the standard drones. Next, standard marines, first. Since these were uncommon, they’d been permanently upgraded with advanced with better armor, better damage, and higher accuracy. Next, he had speeders, far speedier than marines but with lighter armor. These continued as the old Nova Corridor game: Flameskulls, short-ranged flamethrower marines, specter hit squad, a small squad of hunter killers who could attack while invisible, and security drones for patrolling the base areas.

His Fireball card had transformed into something called Firestorms, autonomous ships with bunches of incendiary micro-missiles. His Tsunami had transformed into a unit called a repulsion tower, a building that shoved enemy units backwards away from friendly units and buildings. Boiling Blood transformed into seeker drones, which illuminated invisible units that attacked his units, marked them so they couldn’t go invisible again, and attacked them relentlessly until one of them was destroyed. Last, Dragon’s Blood had changed into the Dragon heavy bombardment platform, a slow-moving tank of a thing that could either attack as normal, or dig in and create a massive plasma blast in a line and attack everything at extreme range. It also had retaliatory short range missile clusters.

Several of these icons weren’t units, but instead just a sort of spell he could cast. One, he could call for a deployment or evacuation with the click of a single icon, after which his dropships would converge on the area and either pick up or drop off. Second, he could call down a protective force field around a small radius for a short time and make them invulnerable. Last, he could send a nanobot swarm out. This would repair any allied units in the affected area, or strip down enemy units the nanobots found there.

All these were produced using his energy, along with the amount of crystals and gas he’d harvested with the advanced harvester drones. He’d need some specialized buildings to produce some of these, and he wasn’t entirely clear on which of the units needed human pilots and how that would work. In the game, the Barracks produced units at a hyper accelerated rate, which made sense if you were talking a battle compressing months into minutes, but that wasn’t possible here. He couldn’t just make people out of nothing.

Oddly enough, Hareminatrix was still a thing, though the icon now showed a mostly-nude cyborg woman with cybernetic arms and legs spread lasciviously, with realistic plastic covering her torso, seeming to glisten with sweat. The new icon now had the exact same wording as before, though it didn’t have a class requirement.

On one hand, he hoped he wouldn’t have to use any of these, that he could get Jez and Lucy and their baby and get back to Spellcraft. He understood.

***

The leader of Diego Station was almost completely uninterested in him until his assistant informed him that Ash held orders from the Core Worlds. This gave him some time to survey the fanatically clean but well-decorated office: the holographic art slowly spinning in place over a sleek marble pedestal, the six-legged alien creature nosing around the rug looking for scraps of food with its bifurcated, prehensile nose, like two little fingers picking at the floor. He especially liked the tiny zero gravity field suspending a ball of water in the air above a shallow bowl-shaped table. The station commander ran her fingers back and forth through the ball of water, flicking droplets onto the table several times before finally scooping a glass full of it and taking a drink. Ash simply watched the droplets coalesce down at the bottom before floating up into the middle to glom onto the ball again.

“Commander, the orders are from Core?” the assistant said.

The commander’s eyebrows raised in confusion. “Relayed by an unknown messenger?”

Both looked to him for an explanation.

“All the… naval ships are presently tied up with the war effort,” he said, and received an Arcana (Charming) success. It was a good thing he’d just upped basically all his skills. He wondered what had happened to his action deck and whether he had any special abilities in this place, if shit decided to hit the fan. He apparently had flamethrowers in his exo suit, but the weapons systems had been deactivated the moment he entered the station.

“Hm. Well… hand them over then.”

“The Commander should provide the access code,” he said, using information in his new futuristic quest log.

The commander scowled at him and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. It is Sigma 712 Echo.”

The UI informed him that this was correct, so he handed the tablet over. She casually tossed it onto the large wooden desk, which looked pretty out of place against her crisp uniform and the anti-gravity water table. The tablet froze a few centimeters above the desk, then started rotating around in circles. It lit up in blue lines, and seconds later red laser lines shot out all over the place, sweeping over every portion of the room.

And immediately following this, a head and shoulders portrait of a young lady with a flawless complexion and perfectly styled hair. The whole hologram was blue in color but the light hair told him blonde. “Registering: Commander Bernice Reterian. Security Clearance level: above purple. Mr. Foretens. Security Clearance level: above purple. Captain Ash Phoenix. Security Clearance level: red. This security clearance is insufficient to begin the briefing.”

All eyes turned Ash’s way, including the strange alien pet. It waved its two nostrils at him.

The tablet began again. “As Captain Phoenix is integral to the undertaking herein described, his security clearance has been temporarily raised to purple, provided he agrees not to share the contents of this briefing or the following mission with others.”

“I don’t know what’s going on here…” he said. “Can I refuse this mission—”

“You heard the orders: you’re integral to the undertaking of the mission, Captain,” the assistant, Foretens, said.

“That’s not an answer to the question I just asked,” he replied. Ash realized the old him, the man who picked things up and put them down, wouldn’t have fought this. He’d have just gone along with it. In a way he was glad this was going like it did, and he was doubly glad to have been smart enough to realize Foretens wasn’t really answering.

The subject became moot a second later, when the tablet said. “Captain Phoenix, do you consent to keep the contents of this briefing to yourself, under penalty of imprisonment and death from the Coalition’s Grand Assembly and Grand Tribunal?”

He gave Foretens and Commander Reterian a flat glare. “Yes.”

“Repeat after me...”

He began parroting the words. “I, Captain Ash Phoenix, consent to have my security clearance raised for the purposes of this briefing, and solemnly swear not to speak of the contents of this meeting where listening devices or net connection will allow for the interception of intelligence, and to keep the contents of this meeting secret to everyone outside the Coalition, and anyone in the Coalition with a security clearance level of purple or lower.”

His head was buzzing with questions, but the proceedings steamrolled him.

“Two days ago an energy signature flared to life several parsecs away from this position, in contested Coalition and Daxorin space where we have reports of Assimilator activity as well. For purposes of this mission, the position has been labeled Lost Angel, and is 193 klicks from the warp point.

“The source of the energy signature is unknown, but has links to both Daxorin and Assimilator ships. This makes the energy signature unique and we would like intelligence to come from you.

“All available units in the area are currently tasked with missions, meaning the Void Runner will be elevated to status within the Coalition navy as privateer vessel. We are also aware of Assimilator knowledge of the current list of military vessels in the sector, and your ship is not on that list. We are not, however, legally allowed to commandeer the ship without cause.”

“Good to know,” he said, and received an even sharper glare from the station Commander and her assistant.

“We can, however, press you into service. As the Void Runner is not registered as a Coalition ship, you will be tasked with conveying a Coalition intelligence specialist to the site, gathering what information can be gleaned, and making the appropriate next step before you are discharged.

“Do you understand the task you have been assigned, Captain Ash Pheonix?” The voice asked.

“Understand it? Yes. Accept it? Not yet.”

The voice paused, and he also got pointed looks from both the Commander and the assistant.

“Explain your hesitance,” the voice said. Although he wasn’t thrilled about being ordered around, he went with this. The word ’hesitance’ meant he might possibly have the option to refuse the mission and carry on looking for Lucy and Jezebel.

“You’ve mentioned that there might be units from three different factions there, none of whom know me, trust me, or see me as an ally. What security measures are in place to ensure that my ship isn’t walking into a fucking war zone?”

“First, your presence will be made known to those in Lost Angel sector, in positions of security clearance of purple or higher, who will see you are not attacked by Coalition forces. You will not be asked to participate in wider Coalition missions in the sector, be under the command of the sector admiral, nor will you interfere or intervene in any missions in the sector. Your mission is separate from those.”

A good start.

“Next, you will be elevated to the position of Commander for the purpose of this mission,” the voice said, and Retarian choked on her water. “Void Runner will be equipped with a micro command structure. This will allow you to place an autonomous command center, complete with drone fleet. This will be stocked with enough materials to generate a small diversionary force to facilitate your getaway in the unlikely event you are attacked.”

This sounded dangerously close to Nova Corridor, the game, as he had watched Lucy play all those years ago: you set up a base, generate units and other buildings, and have those units go after the opposition units. There was only one problem—

“Your ship’s map of Lost Angel sector will be updated with locations of Fellendrene crystal mines and Hexene gas reserves. If possible, set up the autonomous command center there to take advantage of these resources and limit enemies from gathering them. You will be able to generate probe drones without access to them, however. Beware, the enemy will naturally seek out Fellendrene crystals and Hexene gas to grow their own forces.”

There it was. Now this sounded exactly like Nova Corridor.

“Armed with this clarification, do you accept the mission as outlined?”

“One more question.”

“Present your query,” the voice said… and was it just him, or did the electronic voice sound less pleased with him than before?

“I’m currently on a personal… mission, to locate and save several individuals. I would like their locations to be added to the ship’s map, and for them to be handed over to me if they’re in Coalition custody.”

“Now listen here—” the commander began, pointing her glass in his direction, but the voice cut her off.

“My ability to allow or deny depends heavily on the names of the individuals in question and their potential roles in the current war.”

“Lucifer Yves Daniels, Jezebel Wiseman-Daniels, and their son, Damien Alistair Daniels.”

The tablet paused again, long enough that the commander opened her mouth to speak, only to have the voice steamroll her when she went to talk again.

“Unfortunately this parameter will not be acceptable,” it said.

The smirk Commander Retarian gave him just oozed smug self-satisfaction. Who was he to get his own autonomous micro command center, for one? And who was he to make any demands of Coalition high command anyway? Now she was very pleased.

“Jezebel Wiseman-Daniels is already under assignment,” the voice said. “As personal security for the intelligence asset assigned to your mission.” A portrait of Jezebel popped up above the tablet.

He blinked, and had the same reaction as the other two in the room. “What?”

***

It turned out, if he wanted to see and talk to Jez, he needed to first accept the damned mission. Then the intel Specialist and Jez would join his crew.

To say this was a surprise was an enormous understatement.

In the end he had accepted, mostly out of the desire to speak with Jezebel, if only for a short time before they separated again. If he couldn’t get Lucy and Jez out of this Nova Corridor world, at least he would have tried.

He collected his quest rewards on the way back to the ship, for delivering the goods to Diego Station.

Quest Complete!

Relay a missive to Diego Station (side quest)

The commander of Phoenix sector requests a swift ship’s captain to venture forth to the west, in the direction of Diego Station, where the commander will receive orders from the Coalition High Command. Ensure the safe delivery of the device: 1/1.

Reward: +1 skill level, +100 credits.

Both of the rewards seemed paltry in comparison to the sorts of rewards he was getting just for getting his dick wet, but he took the hundred credits anyhow, and saved up his skill level for now. There was too much to do.

Then cursed, laughed, and looked in his UI.

Congratulations! You have made a monthly payment to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Retrofitted Starships and Spaceworthy Exosuits. You are paid two months in advance!

“You fucking crook,” he muttered, grinning.

Back on the ship, he ordered Mizu and Netsu to sequester themselves in his personal quarters for the time being.

“It’s a political thing,” he said, pushing them gently towards his quarters. “Once I know this intelligence asset isn’t going to order your deaths on sight, we’ll roll in with the introductions.”

He could feel Netsu’s dissatisfaction with this, but she said nothing. He was getting used to the glares from the ladies, and it wasn’t a problem to get one from Netsu, not really. The hurt look from Mizu stung a lot more.

“It won’t be forever,” he said, “promise.” And pressed the button that shut the door before they could protest more.

Jezebel and the intelligence asset entered the ship moments later, strutting around as if they owned the place. Jezebel’s eyes widened just a smidgen on seeing him, but she didn’t let on that she knew him. Interesting.

“Well, Commander,” the intelligence asset said, and extended a slim hand. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m thankful you’ll be escorting us on this covert mission.”

Ash took in the gorgeous woman, from her high heeled Coalition fleet shoes up the crisp uniform, over the swell of her breasts, to the beauty mark high on one cheek, the serious expression on her face, the fathomless alien eyes, and the dyed pink pixie cut.

“Specialist Zirennia,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Specialist,” he told her.


36- The Warp Effect

Sunday, Day 3

Ash gave introductions, then took the Jezebel and Zirennia of them on a short tour of the ship, which was useful to him because it was fairly new to him as well.

“…and the captain’s quarters, which are mine and contain all my dirty underwear, so I must declare them off limits, unfortunately.”

Jez arched an eyebrow at him, but didn’t say anything.

He was torn between pulling Jezebel aside to find out what she knew, and taking Zirennia aside to begin the process. There was nothing in the Hareminatrix card that said he was required to stay with the women he bedded. This Zirennia lady could be left here in Nova Corridor world when the time came to head back to Spellcraft. He wasn’t familiar with Nova Corridor, wasn’t happy with the way his cards had manifested as deployable units, and was frankly freaked out more by the cold void of space than he was a giant ice-breathing worm monster. Plus, if he followed the quest progression, he would be heading after his parents in Colorado next.

There was no good way to tell what would happen when he left Spellcraft area and headed north into the Rocky Mountains… he could end up in a Match 3 game environment, or a shitty racing game environment. If he was lucky, Spellcraft extended up north out of Arizona and northern Mexico, and east into New Mexico and beyond, but he wasn’t holding his breath. It if turned into a first person shooter… he’d jump off that bridge when he came to it.

“Specialist Zirennia, may I discuss security concerns with your personal guard?” he asked.

A lot of information seemed to pass between the two of them in a few glances, but finally Zirennia gave them a curt nod and headed back to the bridge. As soon as she was out of earshot, Jezebel leapt into his arms and gave him a tight hug.

“I had no idea you were coming!” she said, and beamed at him. “It’s really you, isn’t it? I’m not hallucinating all this? I mean of course I’m not… my social media manager got blown out of the sky just hours after this whole thing happened. Whatever happened. Do you know what’s going on?”

He smiled sadly, gave his condolences to her on the loss, but Jezebel shrugged it off in typical Jezebel style. He then went over the events of the weekend, omitting most of the sex. He wasn’t entirely sure how to breach the topic, and decided against. She shook her head and muttered various different curses under her breath, grinning the whole time.

“You threw a guy off a mountain?”

“A floating island. I was pretty sure he would respawn.”

“Not a great move, Ash.”

He shrugged. “He’ll get over it… or come after me after leveling up a million times and whoop my ass.”

“Uh, yeah.”

Another shrug. “Anyway, tell me about Lucy… and then I’ll show you the captain’s quarters.”

“Lucy’s part of the Lost Angel sector combat. He volunteered as a commander to an outpost looking for Damien. The outpost ended up getting overtaken by Assimilators, just before the Daxorin showed up and vaporized all life on the planet.”

“That sounds familiar.” Like the plot line of the video game’s story mode.

“Second planet so far,” she said. “He retreated to another position, but we think the Assimilators are following the escape pods and the energy they emit. They’ll take everything and turn it into a weapon of war.”

He nodded.

“And if we don’t get there before the Daxorin do, he’ll be vaporized along with the rest of all life on the planet.”

He shook his head, cursing Lucy’s bad luck in being the damsel in distress in this one. “The Assimilators keep showing up on more Coalition planets.”

“Not Coalition planets, unaligned planets. Most of the human planets went to the Coalition, but a bunch with humanoid races went to the Daxorins or declared they weren’t taking sides.”

“You think the Coalition leadership is luring Assimilators to unaligned planets to get them nuked by the Daxorins?” He asked.

“You and Lucy played the game… isn’t that something they do in the story mode?”

He nodded. “I don’t want to get caught up in this. I just want to get Lucy and Damien and get out. The Spellcraft world is far easier to deal with than this.” Or maybe he was just new here.

“Yeah. Agreed. I’d rather have a chainmail bikini and cool magic powers anyway.”

Jezebel was a natural beauty and worked out religiously to keep it that way, and had always been able to justify all the money filming her various cosplays by being in phenomenal shape. In reality she was just an artist who knew that sex sold and didn’t particularly mind the attention.

“So what’s our move?” She asked.

“We go through with the mission, distract or take out this Zirennia when we find Lucy, grab him and bolt.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “Okay, okay.”

“That sound good?”

“It won’t work, but it sounds great.”

“Why won’t it work?”

“Zirennia is psychic. She has a connection to the Spector network. A mental connection.”

“Uh… shit.”

“Shit is correct. Luckily we’ll be in warp for a couple of hours.”

“I have something to show you,” he said.

With that, he opened slipped into the captain’s quarters, and immediately shut the doors behind him. When he turned, Jez was already staring at the twins, and they at her.

It was a tense standoff for just a second, before the Daxorin made of light giggled, with two hands over her mouth.

“Another one, Ash? Are you about to have three girlfriends?”

Jez turned to him, perfect eyebrow raised perfectly.

“It’s a long story.”

***

Jezebel stuck around to meet Netsu and Mizu, and he returned to the bridge to find it empty, save for Specialist Zirennia. She looked small and insignificant next to the gigantic panel walls displaying the warp they were presently going through. He wondered about real space, and what the hell was happening outside the ship, but decided he didn’t want to know. Magic was real, he could throw fire and erect barriers out of mana, so whatever had happened to distance in this Nova Corridor, he probably wouldn’t understand it. He just hoped earth hadn’t come apart and was presently drifting apart into a billion little pieces.

“We’ve made the jump through the warp gate,” she explained. “Your friends retired.”

To fuck each other, he thought, and he slammed his thoughts closed on the mental pictures that immediately sprang to mind. Most likely, Evie was using all four of her arms on Ashley at the same time. And he happened to know exactly how Ashley felt about anal…

“We have some time to kill,” he said. “Fancy a game of cards, a movie, a sharing of stories?”

He succeeded in his Convincing (Alluring) check, and she smiled.

“I’d like that,” she said, and proceeded to lay out a pretty boring story he’d heard in various movies, which involved wishing to be an actor, a screenwriter, and running out of money in the middle of hunting for an agent or a Hollywood exec to give the elevator pitch to. Zirennia was her last name in this new reality, but her first name was Heather.

“Follow me,” he said, and led her to a lounge he’d found capable of holding a small party. It had a fully stocked wet bar, which was a hell of a reason to stick around the far reaches of space. It wasn’t reason enough to stay in California, but it was close.

“You wouldn’t believe this, but I used to have curly red hair and freckles.”

He poured drinks and added ice before passing one to her. “And you gave that up because… why?”

She took a drink and made a face. “You don’t get it… when I say curly, we’re talking very curly. A huge fro.” She shook her head. “I’m half Filipino and half black, with kinky red hair, dark skin, and my freckles were almost lighter than my skin, and it’s… you’ll never guess what kind of film roles are written for that kind of heritage.”

“None?”

She chuckled. “I should’ve said you’ll guess it in one.”

“Sounds like you were beautiful… are beautiful. Sorry.”

She laughed. “Are your girlfriends… um… girlfriends?”

“I have no idea.” He laughed, hoping she couldn’t read his mind, and happy that it kind of wasn’t a lie. “I mean I can probably spy on them with the ship, if you want.”

“No! No way.”

He arched an eyebrow and touched a button on the console. “Are you suuuuure?”

“We’re not going to spy on your people, especially if they’re consenting adults doing, um, interesting things, um, with their extra limbs.” She had another drink, and so did he. The liquor he’d poured wasn’t just good, it was fucking great. He sent a silent thanks to Ray Eastman and his Quality Used Exo-Suits and whatever.

“Actually that sounds exactly like something an intelligence Specialist should be gathering intel and recording. For all we know, Evie’s species might be able to mate with humans.”

The alcohol should hopefully be interfering with whatever psychic control Ms Heather Zirennia had. Politics & History (Strategic) suggested that altering her state of mind would disrupt her ability to relay information to the Specter network of psychics. Or, you know, reading his mind.

He tapped the console, and said, “Whoops. Clumsy me.” This brought up a rather awkward camera view of Evie, bending over Ashley. Both were naked, and Ashley was stretched out on her stomach like a cat on a bed. Whatever Evie was doing between her legs, she was using two of her four arms, and Ashley appeared to be in a state of complete bliss.

Specialist Zirennia’s cry of protest cut off after half a moment. Instead she had another long drink, and crossed the space to hand him the glass, eyes fixed on the bliss on screen.

“Oh, clumsy you,” she said. He refilled it, neat this time, and she drained the whole glass without blinking once.

They watched for a while, with Ash curious about her reaction. She was utterly enrapt. After a time, she spoke.

“Is there… audio? For intelligence gathering purposes only, mind you.”

“A voyeur, are you?” he asked, smiling indulgently. Evie would wholeheartedly agree with using her in this manner, if it meant what he hoped it might.

“I…” she didn’t finish the thought, but instead took her again-refilled glass and had a nice long sip. She looked ready to say something else, when he tapped another button and got the audio.

On screen, Ashley was making adorable, high pitched moans.

“Somebody likes her anal play, now doesn’t she?” Evie asked. She didn’t pause in her work back there, and gave Ashley’s ass a hard smack with one of her free hands. “You want the strap on, don’t you?”

“Huhhhhh,” was Ashley’s only response, but she wiggled her ass even more, spreading her legs further, and hefting one large breast to play with her own nipple while her forehead drifted to the bed and she gave out a tortured groan.

“You slut,” Evie said, not unkindly, and followed this up by getting her face right in Ashley’s business, while her many hands quickly fashioned a harness for the dildo she’d built earlier. She even slipped it on while her face was buried in Ashley’s nether region.

“Mmm you taste really good, slut,” she remarked, giving Ashley’s ass another playful smack. “Now get your ass ready.”

“Uh?” Ashley asked.

The strap on had a double headed monster protruding from it.

“We have a couple of hours, yet, Specialist,” Ash told her quietly, and handed her another drink. As he did so, he brushed her arm, and in response her hand fell down and blatantly grabbed the tent in his pants.

She leaned back against his shoulder and felt over the length of him through his pants, but didn’t take her eyes off the sex happening on screen, where Evie had mounted Ashley and was driving her down into the bed.

“Is this what I was warned about?” she asked, and set the glass down on the console, while running one hand behind her up and down the length of his shaft.

“What were you warned about?” he asked, and ran his hands up her ribcage and over her breasts.

“The warp effect,” she breathed.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. He loved these utopian human civilizations that had moved past restrictive breast holders. “The one in which the whole crew goes into a sex frenzy while traveling through warp gates?”

In response she bent over the console and skimmed her uniform pants down over her shapely ass. “I don’t care if you’ve pumped an aphrodisiac through the ventilation ducts like in the stories. I need you to fuck me, Captain Phoenix,” she said, her eyes still never leaving the screen before her.

He found her already very wet, and rubbing her clit with frantic, rapid strokes. Dragging his cock up and down over her slit produced the desired effect, which was a series of breathy moans and strangled cries of ‘yes, yes’ until she finally demanded he put it in, grabbed his cock, and backed her ass into him. She was tight, nearly as tight as Evie had been, and didn’t stop wriggling her ass or playing with herself until he was balls deep inside her.

“G… God you’re big,” she gasped.

“Why thank you,” he said, and proceeded to give her long, slow stroke after long, slow stroke. For her part, Heather Zirennia always had her blushing stare on the screen before her, watching as Evie made Ashley cum, then forced her to lick her own juices off the double-headed dildo strapped to the naked little four armed alien. After that, Evie licked her own juices off Ashley’s lips and nose, and the kissing that followed was wet, sloppy, and loud.

“This is… so hot,” Zirennia muttered, then sank down onto the console, unable to hold herself up. Her orgasm arrived just a few seconds later, with a loud shuddering fit, satisfied groaning, and then several loud yelps when Ash didn’t stop with the ramming speed delivery. “Wait… wait… wait…”

He didn’t. Her pussy had been clamped onto his the whole time, but began spasming when she came, and that pushed him right up to the precipice. Instead he clamped down on himself and breathed hard, hoping that his Resilient attribute would see him through.

It gave him another thirty seconds of furious, incredible sex, before he informed her he was going to cum.

“In my mouth,” she breathed, and even tried to continue watching Evie climb up onto Ashley’s face while he pulled out, got her down on her pretty knees, and came all over her face.

“You were supposed to put it in my mouth,” she said, still watching just over the top of the console. On screen, Evie’s head was thrown back in ecstasy and she was groaning louder, then quieter.

“I’m gonna… I’m gonna… ugh!” Evie cried out, and hunched herself down over Ashley’s body, cumming directly on his girlfriend’s face. For her part, it looked like Ashley was happy to lap up Evie’s pussy long past her orgasm.

Ashley’s transformation from demanding, dominating girlfriend into cumslut seemed complete, a process that had taken less than three days.

“You like watching, huh?” he asked Zirennia. Another Convincing (Lucky) check passed.

“I… yes,” she admitted. Her mouth hung open, and Ash took the opportunity to press his cock past her lips and in. She immediately began sucking him back to full mast.

“Check this out,” he said, and pressed several more console buttons. Cameras around the room now displayed the shocked, cum-splattered face of Specialist Zirennia with a mouthful of cock, on every wall of the room. The shock only intensified, and she moaned around his girth, a feeling he rather liked.

“Now you can watch yourself on your knees sucking the cock of a complete stRanger,” he told her quietly.

“Oh my God,” she breathed, after watching on the wall to her right. “Oh my God, that’s so hot.”

There were cameras everywhere, and they could be repositioned. She breathlessly demanded to be taken again, on her back on the console this time, with Ash still standing, and watched one of the many screens in amazement as his length sank into her over and over again. She watched her lower lips stretching out every time he pulled out, and the white secretion she produced that coated his length. Mesmerized, her moans increased until she seemed to grow hoarse and the feelings overwhelmed her enough that she threw her head back, only to end up watching herself getting fucked, hard, upside down on the far wall.

Then she watched him lift one leg and place it on his shoulder, and got an up close shot of her own pussy greedily taking his cock over and over again. Her fixation on her own image turned her on something fierce, and soon made her cum again. Afterwards he had her on her knees, watching herself from both front and back, until finally she begged to have him cum in her mouth.

This time he obliged her.


37- I Don’t Kiss And Tell

Sunday, Day 3

Ash was able to continue ‘distracting’ Specialist Zirennia for another solid hour before leaving her off on a soft bed to sleep off the post-coital exhaustion. He smiled fondly down at her, wondering whether it was a good idea to try to add her to the growing… situation on his ship. Certainly if she got off on watching others, there was plenty of that to be had in the future.

On the other hand, he was suddenly troubled by Evie’s idea of cultivating a ring of flesh around the three core members. It seemed a bit heartless to use women as human shields, in return for a situation both emotionally complicated and growing more so by the hour.

On the other other hand, he had just racked up a whole bunch of xp from his prized possession.

Congratulations! You really worked your magic quickly, Captain Kir— er, Phoenix. This user interface is something of a voyeur too, if it’s being honest. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward (this is only awarded once despite repeated sex in the same encounter)

*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

Total: 24,000 xp, 1 rare and 6 uncommon rewards

He was fascinated to learn that Specialist Zirennia’s orgasmic situation was very different from Mizu’s, according to the xp write up. One orgasm one time and then another one later was different than Mizu collapsing into a literal puddle from one after another after another. He wasn’t about to look down on all these free experience points, but rather was simply absorbing and processing the way the system awarded them. To formulate a path forward if he was lucky enough to have more sex with returning or new partners.

Now that he was getting close to Journeyman in all his skills and attributes, 24,000 didn’t seem like so many. He’d blown through 43,000 without any issue, although it had to be said that he was experiencing nothing but success on his checks.

“Stop being ungrateful,” he admonished himself.

All the rewards were units, most of them repeats he couldn’t use and the others not great to put into rotation, so he filed the uncommon ones away for an eventual return to Spellcraft. The rare one though he took a look at, and immediately put it into his build tree.

Spartan medium conversion mech was the mouthful of a title, but like some of his spell cards, it had that shifting image when he moved his head back and forth. Like the heavy weapons platform, the image again shifted between two forms. This one started out as a bipedal mech with both sword and shield, and shoulder mounted rockets, and a supersonic jet plane. In jet mode it could move much faster but had reduced armor, maneuverability, and accuracy against ground targets. On the other hand, the mech version had a mammoth shield, the sword could slice through armor like butter, and deploy rockets against medium range targets. It in turn suffered from speed issues, and was frequently the first target for many opponents because of that sword.

The mech appeared to be some ten meters tall, the sword nearly the length of its entire body, glowing with cutting power along the blade. Clearly, the best thing to do with this unit was zip some of them into fortified areas, transform them in a secret corner of the map, and have them annihilate a lightly defended enemy base. That, or fly right up to a running battle, strafe once to soften up targets, then transform and drop them in at the flanks.

Now to throw some xp at his skills and attributes.

He was 400 xp into leveling up Convincing, so he kicked 600 that way and moved to Journeyman 1. From there, it only seemed natural to work Lucky up to where Karma sat right now. It took 800 to get his Lucky to Journeyman 1, then an unreal 10,000 to get it to Journeyman level 3.

Then, figuring he might get another badass Achievement for putting everything up to Journeyman, he started pressing xp into all the skills first. Leveling up all three of his skills from their lowest (Amateur level 1) to Amateur level 5 would cost him essentially all the rest of his remaining free xp: 12,000. He did that, and was satisfied with his skills now.

Ash Phoenix

Coalition privateer/escort, male, Starship Captain, Amateur level 5

Good: 3/10

Reputation: 0

Attributes:

Inventive- (Amateur level 5)

Alluring- (Journeyman level 3)

Strategic- (Amateur level 4)

Tactical- (Amateur level 4)

Lucky- (Journeyman level 3)

Reflexive- (Amateur level 4)

Crafty- (Amateur level 5)

Resilient- (Amateur level 5)

Skills:

Politics & History (Amateur level 5)

Commerce & Haggling (Amateur level 5)

Perception & Knowledge (Amateur level 5)

Personal Weapons & Armor (Amateur level 5)

Demolitions & Weapons Systems (Amateur level 5)

Karma (Journeyman level 7)

Piloting & Electronics (Amateur level 5)

Convincing (Amateur level 5)

Driving & Mechanical (Amateur level 5)

Next priority: get all his attributes to Amateur 5, and follow it up by pushing all his skills to Journeyman. From there, the xp grind would get a lot slower.

As an aside, he was also pleased to see that he’d become a privateer-slash-escort, and had a chuckle over the ‘escort’ part. If he had his way, he would ‘escort’ Specialist Zirennia at least once more before his mission was over.

On returning to his quarters, he found Jezebel laughing with Mizu and Netsu. It was a little strange seeing the darkness templar holding her stomach, eyes squeezed closed, and the ghosts of tears running down her face, glowing with ghostly reddish energy.

Mizu by contrast glowed even brighter and was rolling on the floor, kicking her barely visible three toed feet.

“Um… am I interrupting something?” he asked.

“Not at all,” Jez said, with a perfectly innocent expression, which set Mizu off again, rolling silently on the floor and kicking her feet while she gasped in little sips of air in between laughs.

“How… how do you do that?” Netsu managed in between laughs.

“I’m a video content creator,” she said. “Also I have hundreds of hours of roleplaying game experience, which kind of turns you into an improv actor. Plus I’m a mother.”

The mood calmed a bit, with Ash in the room. He wondered what he missed, and thought perhaps he’d have time to go over the video logs.

“Is there anything you’re not?” Mizu asked.

“I’m friends with this big lunk,” Jez said, and waved a hand vaguely in Ash’s direction.

“Meaning you have a steely constitution and ice in your veins,” Netsu said.

Now Jezebel cracked a smile. “That doesn’t sound wrong.”

With her in front of him, it was easy to see what Ashley had been talking about. Jezebel was gorgeous, starting with her always-positive personality, wonderful outlook, and extending to her elfin features and rocking body. All throughout high school and college, it was easy to just be around her, watching her stuck to Lucy. And it was easier to be friends with her once they were California and they kept in touch over face calls. Finally, it was easiest once baby Damien entered the picture. It cemented the situation that had always seemed immutable to begin with.

“Sorry to put a damper on the good time,” Ash said. “We’re going to come out of warp soon. Before that happens, Specialist Zirennia needs to learn that Netsu and Mizu are here, and that they’ll be assisting in the mission in some capacity or another.”

Jezebel shrugged. “Okay.”

“She’s hardcore Coalition.”

Jezebel shrugged yet again. “Okay?”

“They’re at war with the Daxorins?” he sort of half-asked.

“Okay? What’s your point?”

“We will convince her we mean no harm,” Mizu said.

Yes, this was going to go just swimmingly. The only outcome he saw was one dead Specialist and the ship being hounded all over the galaxy by a cabal of invisible, psychic Coalition hitmen.

***

They worked on a bit of a plan, but when it came time to do the introductions, two things happened. First, Mizu glided up to him from where she was hovering a few inches off the ground and ran her hand over his chest, giggling a little, behind Jezebel’s back. Netsu, however, watched the entire thing in progress, and stayed at the door. The look she gave him pleaded the need to speak with him. Mizu gave him a little goodbye wave, really a fluttering of her alien fingers, and Jezebel shrugged and left. Soon he was alone with Netsu.

Shit, here it came.

She didn’t waste any time in leveling the vague but venomous accusations. “What did you tell Mizu?”

“What? I didn’t tell her anything.”

“I have mind powers now, you know,” she said. “I could read your thoughts if I wanted to.”

“Where is this coming from?”

She stared at him from the darkness of her cloak, her strange alien face conveying no emotion. He could distantly hear her anguish though, and it was growing clearer. Her emotions were bridging the space between them, which was less than a meter. Instead of reading him, she was projecting her own issues.

“I… you making that threat… I can’t help feeling guilty now.”

“That’s good,” he told her softly.

“It’s not good!” She threw her hands up, then started pacing. Finally she jabbed one of her four strangely long and strangely curved fingers at him. “This all started with you.”

“Again, I have to refute that. The situation existed long before I came around.”

“Mizu is the only thing I have left that’s real!” she said accusingly. “You can’t take her from me.”

“I don’t anything of the sort,” he told her. “Now, do you want to tell me what’s really going on?”

“You already have two girlfriends, asshole,” she said, still pacing, “and now Mizu sees you as some kind of sex god.”

“I’m… definitely not going to apologize for that either. I tried to give her my all, and she was very receptive. Every guy dreams of being that good in bed. Mizu was incredible.”

“Gross! I don’t need to know about your sex with my twin sister. Why couldn’t you have turned her down like you were supposed to? Why didn’t she turn you down because you’re already fucking your two existing girlfriends? Why didn’t you disappoint her like you were supposed to?”

“Netsu, I’m not going to steal your sister away,” he told her. “You two can stay together, okay? I’m not pushing you out and I’m not inducting her into a sex cult or whatever.”

She just stood there for a time, fuming, staring at him.

“If she wants to share my bed again, that’s still her choice. If you can convince her to leave and head back to Japan, you’re free to do that. Personally, I’ll be going after my family members next, if they’re still alive.”

“And me?” she asked.

“Now I’m confused. You get to do whatever you want. That’s how freedom works.”

She approached, got into his personal space, and stared up at him. Even though she was Daxorin, she was still a little shorter than him.

“What if… I want…” She bent forward to bridge the space between them and kiss him, eyes closing as she came in, only to make a confused noise when he backed off.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I want it. Again. I want you.”

He was unclear on what exactly was happening here and why, but he knew it could really go badly if her twin sister found them, or if Netsu went and told Mizu that he had come on to her.

Netsu’s hand went to the crotch of his pants. “I know you did it with Specialist Zirennia,” she muttered. “I know you’ve had sex with everyone on this ship except your best friend’s wife. Your girlfriend and her new little friend don’t seem to mind if you have sex with us, or with the Coalition intelligence officer. So you have permission to just… do it, with anyone you want.”

“And what if I don’t want?” he asked quietly, careful to keep his tone even. He carefully took her hand and removed it from the crotch of his pants, then brought it up to his lips and kissed one of her knuckles.

Her eyes widened again. “But you’re…”

“A brutish awful man, I know,” he said. “We’re perverts, all of us. We take what we want, when we want, and hurt people without giving a shit. We only ever think with our dicks, don’t we?” She at least had the grace to look abashed. “But I’m not those people you and your sister came across, not remotely.” And he wasn’t. He was something more, now that he’d artificially boosted his skills and attributes using whatever sex magic was involved with the Hareminatrix card.

“Here’s the thing now. We need to have a talk about what it is, what it isn’t, what’s allowed, what isn’t, and what you’re okay with. Once that talk happens, I think maybe we’ll be safe to repeat what happened yesterday.”

She searched his face with those strange, dark eyes that were impossible to see properly. “Why?” Why wouldn’t he just drop his pants and immediately stick it in her when she wanted? She was a woman and she considered him to be a walking erection, and no more.

“You really don’t understand? You, who’ve been the gatekeeper for your sister all these years? You should understand what I’m doing and why. I need to make sure we have ground rules. Like for instance, I don’t talk about what I do with you to others, and that goes the same for Mizu, for Ashley, for Evie. It goes the same for Specialist Zirennia now. There’s no kissing and telling. So when you ask about Mizu, I’m going to get upset and punish you.”

“I see,” she said, then backed him up another step. “Except you don’t get it, do you? Mizu told me everything. She narrated every thrust and kiss and… and gush of juices. She told me all about what you did to her, and how good it was.”

“I don’t have any control over what she does or says,” he said.

“Sure, of course… except I already did it with you. I already knew you could do things to me, and…” She trailed off. She’d been forced to relive her encounter with him as Mizu narrated the ins and outs of sex with him. It couldn’t have been easy. “And now you’re telling me I’l get punished for wanting it again?”

He could only really use his past experiences with Ashley, where she punished him, as examples for what to and what not to do. She had been pretty weird about punishments, turning them into pleasurable experiences or teasing misery depending on her whims, which varied wildly from day to day. It was honestly amazing how much her moods could swing and what that could mean for their sex life.

“Are we doing this now, then?” he asked. He wanted to see how well the situation with Mizu and Zirennia was going, and whether or not he needed to be on the lookout for assassins who could turn themselves invisible. And were also psychic.

“I want it,” she said. “I had to listen to Mizu talk about what a gentleman you were, then talk about how you’d done things to her that she never even dreamed of… and really, my experience with you was… good.”

Ash approached. “We don’t have the rules settled yet.”

She got in his personal space again, causing him to back up a step. “And what happens if I take advantage of you before the rules are established?”

“You end up punished,” he said. Somehow he’d lost control over this situation, though he wasn’t entirely sure when, or how. And that fact didn’t please him in the least.


38- Issuing an Ultimatum

Sunday, Day 3

Now, in the video game the Daxorin had never possessed mouths, that he knew about anyhow. Nor did she open an orifice he could see.

“I see,” Netsu said.

Instead the feeling of lips on his lips suddenly pressed in against him, along with a tongue licking over them a few moments later. Her eyes drifted closed, but he watched for a sign.

Her voice appeared in his mind. “I suppose you will be forced to punish me then.”

Nothing. Instead he felt her body against his, and the kisses she was psychically projecting at him. He tasted her tongue on his, rubbing over and around, touching the roof of his mouth. He was already growing hard again just from the mental projection she was doing.

He couldn’t help but moan now, amazingly, from the rich and detailed sensations coasting over his brain. He fumbled for the door controls with his eyes closed, then locked them, making sure nobody would overhear or stumble in on them.

“You’re sure this is what you want,” he half said, half asked. She was kneeling now, wrenching his clothing off and freeing up his erection.

“This is what I want,” she replied in his mind, before the sensation of lips closing over the head of his cock invaded his mind, and overrode his reservations. He groaned.

“You want to be punished?”

“What if I do?” she cooed in his mind, with her mouth full of cock. Her psychic powers allowed her to give him a blowjob and also slip both hands over his thighs. It seemed to take most of her concentration, so her hand movements were distracted and vague. Lips, tongue and the wet heat of suction all surrounded his length, causing him to groan and slip off her cloak hood. The flesh beneath was not scaly, but pebbly, yet pliable and warm. He couldn’t help it; although he knew for certain she was only blowing him psychically, he pulled her head forward and back, and the feeling mirrored the motion.

“I’ve been a bad, bad girl,” she told him, swiping her tongue back and forth over the underside of his cock. “I hurt my sister and I know you can set me straight, Ash.”

Or, her mind told him, at least she wouldn’t be bored while her sister worshipped every moment she had with him. If he didn’t set her straight, at least she’d get a little something she wanted and needed whenever she asked. And apparently, she didn’t even have to ask nicely, she could just demand what she wanted and he would give it to her.

He growled and pushed back on her shoulders, then clawed at the air as though swiping through cobwebs. The suddenness of the action dislodged her from him, or at least disrupted her concentration enough to stop the pleasure from rhythmically sucking him off, a mental sex toy popping free of him.

“You want me to give it to you, and punish you at the same time?” he demanded, looming over her. Fear flashed through their psychic link now, a reaction to his growing annoyance with her. She scrambled back.

“Afterwards,” she said, nearly begging. She was trying to negotiate. “You can punish me later for taking what I want now.”

“You don’t get to decide the punishments,” he said, seething. “Not the time, not the place, and not the method.”

“Ash—”

She was about to apologize but he stopped that, by grabbing one leg and flipping her bodily onto her stomach. Rage was boiling up in him now, an anger that she was still following her old playbook. Had she done this with the express intent of going to tattle to Mizu? To turn her sister against him and cause the rift to widen? It wasn’t going to work, that was for damn sure. He flipped her cloak up and it fluttered off her, revealing her Daxorin anatomy. She had reverse articulated legs, like a horse, though her feet had four wide, thick toes. She also had a short, curling tail that was presently down between her legs. Otherwise she was very obviously female in all the other ordinary ways.

“If you want me to stop, and I mean stop completely, you tell me no. You say the word no, and we’re done here, totally done.”

He landed the first slap on her ass cheek and it sounded like the crack of a rifle shot. She yelped in his mind, and began trying to crawl away.

“No,” he said. “You want it, you get it.”

“Ash wait—”

That wasn’t the word ‘no’. He spanked her again, and felt the wonderful echo of her pained surprise in his mind, along with an inkling of pleasure. After that, he gently pulled her tail up and away from his goal.

“We can talk about this,” she tried, and crawled another foot before he grabbed her by the hips and dragged her back to him.

Her tail in hand, he massaged her hot sex with the entire palm and listened to her mewls of pleasure, as well as felt her gush with arousal.

“Ash!” she begged.

“Yes or no?” he demanded, and roughly shoved a finger inside her. The squishing sound was filthy and wanton, as was her helpless gasp. He rotated the finger and soon added a second.

“Ohhh yes,” she groaned. “Yes.”

“Yes what?” He demanded, and landed a spank so hard on her ass that he made his own hand sting.

She didn’t fully understand what was happening. “Yes, I… I deserve to be punished. Ooohhh fuck.”

The slap rang out again, and she yelped. Ash greatly enjoyed the handprint, quickly fading as it was.

“That hurts!”

“Yes or no?” He asked, still working those two fingers relentlessly. She squirmed but only received another spank for her trouble.

“Ohhh yes,” she said, and put her head down on her arms. “Yes, don’t st… don’t stop.”

Now he stopped fingering her but left them in, loving the sudden confused sound she made and the way it rebounded off the spare walls of the captains quarters. Now he made himself sound angry, nearly furious. “Why do you deserve to be punished?”

“Wait, I said yes,” she complained, and started jerking her hips backwards and forwards. He put a stop to that with a hand at her lower back and another painful slap to her ass. The supple pebbly skin had begun to glow with heat.

“Ow!”

“Why do you deserve punishment and not pleasure?”

“Wasn’t this part of the game? You threaten and—” She didn’t get to finish, due to the explosive spank. She shrieked with pain from the handprint he left. “Ow fuck! It’s not supposed to be real. I don’t like this.”

“Yes or no?” He asked quietly, ticking the bumps inside her soaked pussy and making her moan again.

“Fuck… I don’t… I’m not sure.”

“Yes or no?” he asked softly.

“Unh… yes?”

He withdrew his fingers and savored the whining squeal he received, then savored even more the delectable sound of her pleasure when he shoved his cock in. She was more than wet enough to admit him halfway on the first thrust, then the rest of the way on the second.

The growl that emerged now was animalistic. “Yes! Yes yes yes!”

“Why?” Ash snarled, and clamped one hand around her throat. “Why do you deserve the pain and not the pleasure?” He drove down into her, causing her knees to slip out from under her, causing him to pin her to the floor with his bodyweight.

“Ugh,” she grunted, and started bucking with orgasm. He tightened his grip.

“You tell me now,” he told her. “Why do you deserve pain?”

“I was,” she rasped, “a bad sister.”

“You stole from your sister,” he growled, still pummeling her from behind, still holding her by the throat. Her breath came raspy, but still she moaned in pleasure. “You. Took. What. Was. Hers.”

Then, getting up on his knees, he released her throat and pushed the tip of his thumb into her ass.

“Ohhhh owww!” she complained yet again, but her voice was soaked with pleasure and sprinkled with confusion.

“You took her experiences, and her chances, you left her with confusion. Maybe going forward I only fuck your ass,” he said. “Like you fucked Mizu.”

“Nooooo,” she whined miserably, but a lot of pleasure was in there as well.

He immediately withdrew, not enjoying the feel of being outside her welcoming, spasming pussy, but needing to teach her a lesson. “No? Did you say no?”

“Wait, nn... I meant, nn... you can’t just—”

“I don’t have to fuck you,” he told her, right down in her ear, pressing his cock against her ass cheeks. She instinctively rotated up to try to get him back in, making a pathetic keening sound, but she didn’t have the leverage or space.

“Now, do you want me to fuck your ass?” he asked. “Yes or no? If you say no, it’s over. We’re done.” Unspoken, when he said ‘we’re done’ was the word ‘forever.’

“That’s not fair,” she moaned, still wriggling and rubbing her ass against his cock from below, to entice him probably. The old Ash might’ve had a problem with this, but the new Ash was stronger, with more willpower.

“You fucked your sister for years,” he said. “I’ll probably only fuck you for a few minutes before I cum right up your ass.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered. There was horror in those words, and also unmistakable fascination with the idea. “I’ve never… oh my God.”

“So?”

“Yes,” she breathed, barely audible.

“What?”

“Yes. Do it.” Then she winced as he placed his cock at her asshole and began pushing. “I… I deserve it,” she breathed.

This proved to be the thing she needed to say in order to get her ass to relax enough to admit him. The head popped past the ring of muscle and caused both of them to groan loudly. She was tight beyond belief. Painfully so. He knew he could take it, but he had to grit his teeth to push more in. In the meantime he could feel the force of her fingers working at her clit and the way it made her body shiver and shake.

He forced more of himself in, and relished the tortured sound of her breathing and her moans both pained and pleasurable. Just getting fully in took time, maybe five or ten minutes of slow and deliberate strokes, before she fully admitted him inside. The heat, the tightness, were both incredible. He was lucky to have had sex just a short time before, which gave him the longevity he needed to keep from unloading directly up her ass without getting fully inserted.

Eventually they got there, his abs pressed fully against her backside. It seemed for all the world like he’d plugged up all her internal organs, making even breathing difficult. She was constantly holding her breath, staring at the ground unblinking.

“So… big,” she whispered. The slightest move to withdraw caused her to gasp again. “Oh fuck, I’m c-cumming.”

She began to shake around his cock from all the work she’d been doing on her clit, grunting and shivering. The pressure was phenomenal. She was far tighter than Ashley’s ass had ever been, because although Ashley worked out, she’d also made damn sure she could take his length and girth by employing toys of various sizes.

He was only able to last about two more minutes before he felt the inevitable orgasm approach.

And just as the door to his quarters opened, revealing all five of the other women on the ship, he erupted inside her with a roar.

***

Before Evie had the good sense to click the button and shut the doors to his quarters again, Mizu watched him cum in her sister’s ass. Ashley had just watched him cum in some other woman’s ass. He didn’t think Netsu being an alien counted against him cheating, though hopefully the weird nature of their relationship in the apocalypse and the Hareminatrix card worked in his favor. Jezebel had just seen him naked for the first time he could remember—he was almost certain he’d never done anything so stupid at any of their drunken parties—and also with his cock in some random woman’s ass.

Only Evie and the new one Heather didn’t appear utterly shocked—or worse—on seeing him giving Netsu an anal creampie, or whatever the backdoor version of that was.

“Captain?” Evie’s voice came over the speaker, quivering.

“Go ahead,” he growled.

“We’re coming out of warp.”

“Great.”

She paused. “Also there’s a locking feature on the door you should maybe engage next time you’re going to… do that.”

“Noted. Ash out.”

“Right. Evie out.”

Netsu just lay there with her ass up, panting, covered in a sheen of sweat and leaking juices. She tenderly touched herself there, felt his seed, and brought her fingers up to her face as if she didn’t recognize what it could be. He threw her cloak at her before dressing and stalking his way to the bridge.

On his way, he was met with the system message he didn’t particularly want to see, but knew he needed.

Congratulations! Your first repeat performance while using the Harem Builder card series. You’ve definitely nailed this one, if the user interface could be permitted to say so. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward

*Second time with this partner: 3,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward

*Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward (doubled for extra orgasm)

*Erotic punishment (spanking, teasing, withholding): 5,000 + 1 rare reward

*Anal sex: 10,000 xp +1 rare reward

*Creampie: 5,000 xp +1 uncommon reward

Relationship points gained: 8. Current relationship status with Netsu Katsuragi: Intimate Friends (51). +800 xp.

You have crossed into Intimate Friends territory! +10,000 xp

Total: 36,800 xp, 2 rare and 5 uncommon rewards

“Fine,” he said, still surly. It was impossible not to see negative consequences arising from this clusterfuck. Mizu had immediately lost 15 relationship points, though they were still in Intimate Friends territory, that was barely, at 52. He’d also lost relationship points with Ashley, only 5, but it seemed a massive amount based on how long they’d been dating. Right now she was his girlfriend, along with being the group healer. They were still Intimate Friends, and that was unshakable, but he wanted to push them to whatever rank was next. Nobody was above Intimate Friends and he wanted to know what was coming next.

Although the xp was wonderful, he didn’t want to grab them at the expense of mucking with his relationship with Mizu. And Ashley. Thankfully Evie and Zirennia’s relationship numbers remained unchanged, for whatever weird reason.

It happened the moment he reached the bridge.

To his chagrin, Mizu immediately fled the scene, and Ashley only stuck around long enough to glare at him before following Mizu out. Evie shrugged at him and took off after the other two, and Jezebel trailed after the three of them, leaving him alone with Zirennia.

Your relationship with Mizu has suffered a condition: betrayed. Presently Mizu’s relationship status will be negative, at half the normal value, making her your Enemy.

“Monkey fuckers,” he breathed, hating himself a little, and hating the bad timing a little more. He thought having a high Lucky attribute and Diamonds skill was supposed to give him great luck. What the hell, system?

If any of them knew what he’d just done to Netsu, how in rearranging her insides he’d begun the process of rearranging her thoughts on her past behavior, they might understand, but of course they hadn’t seen that. No, they’d only seen him dump a full load in a girl he wasn’t known to be having sex with.

“You’ve got something you want to say?” he barked.

“No, Captain,” she said, her tone instantly businesslike.

He sighed. “Fuck.”

She’d want to review the tapes though, he bet. And maybe he could give her the captain’s log.

Now wasn’t the time for more Relationship breaking shenanigans, no matter how good they might feel. The ship fell out of warp and he was presented with an idyllic scene of science fiction battle in progress, around a massive planet swirling with orange, brown and red, with arcs of yellowish lightning below. A readout regarding the planet immediately came up, but he was far more worried about the presence of hostile ships, since he’d never used the Void Runner in space combat and had no interest in doing so.

“What have we got?” he asked, and took his seat in the captain’s chair.

“Daxorin ships… a fleet of them in conflict with the Coalition units.”

He watched the far-off flashes of phasers and plasma and the explosions of missiles or ships taking hits. “How worried do we need to be?”

“Not worried. This is all happening on the far side of the planet.”

“Assimilators?”

“That’s… odd.”

“Explain,” he told her.

“Some Assimilators are involved in the conflict, but I’m getting strange reports. Let me patch in to the Coalition intelligence network here…” She tapped a number of things, including her security clearance and password. “Oh… kay. It appears Coalition code breakers are getting some Daxorin communications, and they’re reporting that Assimilators are only attacking certain parts of the Daxorin contingent.”

The parts that allowed the Daxorin units to completely decimate all life on a planet? He hoped so.

“Okay, I want you to monitor Daxorin activity and tell me the moment they turn the planet’s surface to glass.” When he got the affirmative, he nodded. “We’re heading toward the source of the energy burst,” he said, and pressed buttons on the captain’s chair to make it so.


39- The Doomsday Clock

Sunday, Day 3

Zirennia spun in her chair. “Captain, we have a problem,” she said. “We have a Coalition base under attack by Assimilator units. It appears that at least one Coalition building is compromised.”

Lucy and Damien’s hold out. “Tell me people are fleeing the area.”

“Negative,” she said. “Assimilators have taken some flying units and have snares for anything trying to take off. The snares work even through shielding.”

“Is there any other way out?” he asked.

“I’m not seeing anything. Since this is an unaligned world, they haven’t requested Coalition aid, and all Coalition forces are currently occupied outside orbit. It’s up to us.” He noticed she didn’t say ‘all our forces’.

Fan-fucking-tastic. The small red triangle appeared on the top left corner of the map, along with a timer. When that timer ran out, two things would happen: one, the Assimilators would have complete control over the Coalition outpost, and two, their only chance to grab Lucy and Damien would be lost. Either that or the Daxorin would vaporize everything on the planet’s surface. The timer was bad, in other words.

“There is a Daxorin unit entering the sector as well, at mark seven,” she said.

A hexagonal bluish icon appeared on his map of the rough area where the psychic aliens would set up their base and begin investigating the energy spike, or eradicating the Assimilators and the holdout outpost, whichever they decided on.

“We have the locations of gas vents and crystals, correct?” he asked. They’d definitely need the resources to fend off not one, but two different opponents.

“Yes, Captain.”

The map had two locations in this sector: one, farther off and relatively sheltered by topography and some remnants of old civilian buildings, which were now ruins. Secondly, another one closer to the center of the map, just south of the energy signature.

Now, if he’d been younger, he would have immediately gone for the protected space. Build up a huge army there, crush the Assimilator units if time allowed. However, Lucy had taught him a lot about the game, and how it needed to go down.

“Deploy at the central location,” he said, and immediately brought up the screen for controlling production, building units, and issuing orders.

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

He stabbed the button to deploy with one finger. Time was always going to be of the essence in Nova Corridor. Of his available resources, he threw out three miner harvesters and immediately set the first to grabbing up more crystals once it finished generating. His cards had already given him a bit of leg up, shortening unit production time and giving his harvesters a minor boost to speed. He’d need it if they were going to get defenses built up, and a second harvesting team underway in the more secure location.

The second, once it was constructed and ready, was necessary to clear the area to deploy his barracks. The barracks detached from the command headquarters and floated over toward the landing zone, while the third harvester immediately set up the building over the gas mine.

The barracks started pumping out his enhanced space marines, ignoring the short range Flameskulls for now. Another two harvesters were produced and set to mineral collection. He’d add more.

The command center really only had the barracks and the mechanized production facility, which was larger and required more resources. However, he could make scout drones from the factory.

“Okay,” he said, talking to himself. “Squad of marines here to protect the base, another squad plus artillery for the first assault.” He put them on a patrol, back and forth over the left side where the Assimilators were likely to come from.

The factory space cleared, he had the building detach from the command center, float down and give him the first scout drone. After that, he would have to wait for more resources before queueing up one of the Dragon heavy bombardment platforms.

Those fucking badasses had a longer range than their actual sight range, so he’d need seeker drones out to make sure they could murder anything that came in on the ground. As far out as possible anyway.

Fog of war prevented the Dragons from using their full range, but he could circumvent that.

For a while he just worked in silence, deploying scouts out in front of the Dragons, getting his command nodes built to extend the range of control and increase his capacity for more units, churning out dozens of marines and a few speeders, and gearing up for an attack on the Assimilators.

The trouble was not knowing when one of the two factions was going to come knocking. Usually you’d see an Assimilator strike long before now, and then a Daxorin strike just after, but it hadn’t come yet.

He hated fog of war, and wished he could just punch in one of the cheat codes to circumvent it.

“I wish there were cheat codes,” he said.

“What do you mean?” She asked.

“In Nova Corridor you could just type in Aziz, Light! And the whole map would light up and kill the fog of war. Then we would know exactly who was coming for us and how to be prepared for them.”

She was silent for a time, watching him throw units in the queue and tasking units with movement, either patrolling or mustering in spots for the first probing assaults.

“Okay,” Zirennia said at last.

“I don’t know what that means… kind of busy here.”

He didn’t look up, but instead selected one of his harvesters and set it to the task of building an advanced weapons platform, which would give him access to the Firestorm ships and the Spartan medium mechs. Immediately after that was to take his scout further north, to see about the Assimilator defenses.

And in the midst of all this, he considered how to approach the situation that had arisen from Netsu.

He patched a call to the captain’s quarters. “Netsu, could you kindly join me on the bridge?”

“Of course, captain,” she said.

When he looked back at the map, it was completely open.

“What the…” he asked, but didn’t hesitate. He saw the corridor leading up to a pack of Assimilator ground units, the fast-moving Daxorins who had been taken and turned, and immediately turned one of the Dragons in their direction. They needed an escort of marines, so he had them following along.

Netsu entered a few moments before the Dragon planted its stabilizers, transformed into a behemoth of a thing, and shot a ray of destruction through the entire enemy position. Three of them in the midst of the obliterating beam were vaporized instantly, but the other three were only half killed. He tasked the Dragon with converting back into a mobile tank, pulled the marines up, then went back to base while they finished off the remaining ground units.

The Daxorins were on the move from the top of the map. It was time to burn through resources.

He added a Harvester to the construction of the advanced weapons platform, which cost more resources but sped up construction. Then he built another, churned out several marines and a couple of Flameskulls, and realized he was almost at unit capacity.

Cursing, he grabbed the new Harvester and had it built another command node, which broadcast and expanded his control over all these drone units. The second one working on his advanced weapons platform got rerouted to the command node, and he zipped back up to his tank squad. The second Dragon had reached them, along with another twelve marines.

He wasn’t going to have time to add air support to the ground assault. They needed to get the Assimilator snares handled and out of the way so they could either assault their air support and allow Lucy to escape, or break their ground forces and rescue Lucy directly.

“Did you do this?” he asked.

“Yes, Captain,” Zirennia said. “I hacked in to the intelligence network and got access to the real time satellite imagery.”

Cheat codes. They worked. He briefly considered using the invincibility code, but couldn’t remember… overwhelming power?

“Captain?” Netsu asked. She’d entered while he was utterly focused on the task at hand.

And there they were, the Daxorin were sending out a good dozen melee and ranged troops. He commanded his Dragon on that side to morph into a giant artillery piece, got the notification that the advanced weapons platform was done, and queued up the first Firestorm. The ship had a massive cost, but also had the speed, shields, and firepower to make it worth it.

“Do you feel comfortable heading down to the surface?” he asked Netsu.

“What?”

“You’re a Shadow Templar,” he said. “You should have natural invisibility, energy blades and psychic domination. Meaning once we take out the Assimilator detectors, you can just kill everything without being seen, and if you come under attack, you can freeze everything in place with psychic domination for a short time and escape. But you should have the support of my tanks and marines, and I’ll put some speeders on the ground for you.”

He cued up three speeders, the fast hover bikes with short range explosive ordinance.

“My friend Lucy and his baby will be in that outpost, and we need to get them free.”

“What about… what about the others?”

“They don’t seem interested in helping out right now,” he said grimly.

“Oh... because…”

“Because they don’t know the details.”

“Mizu…” she said miserably.

“I know, but not now. Now we need Jezebel’s husband and child.” He just hoped he wasn’t sending Netsu off on a suicide mission.

He recalled the other crystal and gas situation, and started a harvester down to build another mobile command center.

“Give me ten minutes,” he said.

The doomsday countdown timer to extinction of all life on the planet currently sat at twenty minutes.

***

It seemed the Assimilators and Daxorin both knew the moment he started mining crystals from a second location, because both launched waves of attacks against his people at the same time.

Perception & Knowledge (Reflexive) did an automatic check and informed him that he was under attack and had only now noticed it.

A small force of Assimilators went straight for his second, lightly defended base, and he would’ve had all those extra resources stolen out from under him, but Zirennia had given him the whole map and he caught it out of his periphery. The Assimilator drones only attached themselves to his buildings for a minute and ate about a third of their armor before he destroyed them.

As for the ground assault units, he caught them by diverting a group of speeders their way. The fighting was heavy, and all but one of the speeders ended up destroyed, but his second base was safe. This, essentially, meant victory, but he couldn’t be sure if it cost him Lucy’s life, and the life of their poor toddler. He’d been distracted away from his plans in the north… where he was facing two other assaults simultaneously.

The Assimilators ran headlong into two Dragons already set up to scour the pathway with beam attacks at extreme range, and for their surviving heavy units to take a peppering from the marines guarding them. Soon enough, the Daxorins found the same situation. Although they killed off his Seeker drone and theoretically killed off his ability to see anything invisible, he used a deployment action and burned through his energy to throw the Firestorm up just shy of their base.

Now with double the crystals and gas production, he now had an overabundance his main job was keeping the building queues full, then directing new units over to the staging point for Netsu.

As all hell began to rain down on the Daxorin structures, their ranged units immediately turned around to try to deal with it. Under the beam attacks of multiple artillery piece transformed Dragons, the melee attackers never even got close enough for the marines to shoot.

“We’re ready,” he said. Twelve minutes on the timer. “Zirennia, bring us around and drop Netsu on the muster position. Get ready for a deployment, force field and nanobot swarm on my mark.”

“You’re not fucking around,” she said, sounding either impressed or intimidated.

“I did that earlier,” he said, then pressed the button.

Eight minutes on the timer. It wasn’t enough.

Netsu landed in a swath of speeders and marines, a short distance from the Assimilator camp. The crystalline, jury-rigged buildings glittered with little red bolts of lightning between themselves and between the buildings. Some of the outpost buildings had been cannibalized and others were more or less themselves, but with bits added on here and there in crystal and crawling with little spider-like creatures of living metal.

“I’ve got the detectors under fire. Keep clear of the buildings for now, and let the ranged attackers deal with them. Assimilator structures damage intruders, and the more intruders the more damage.”

“Got it,” she told him over comms, swerving left to hack apart the snares.

He watched her closely, the flowing robe becoming more indistinct the further the ship got away from her. She became more and more transparent, until she was just a darkened smudge in the middle of his forces.

He hit up the force field just as Netsu came under attack, and used the Nanobot swarm as well, which sizzled through Assimilator units even as it repaired his own. He hadn’t anticipated that it might work against Netsu, but she veered out of its range before taking any further damage. Then she swiped her blades through the next snare, and gave him the opportunity to use Deployment and essentially teleport his air units over the outpost. Several of the Spartan mechs, and another Firestorm suddenly warped into the fray, and began raining death down on the enemy. He had the Spartans transform into their cool giant mech forms and begin slashing through the Assimilator structures. Anything to stop them cannibalizing any remaining outpost structures.

The large floating pyramids with the crystalline eyes exploded, falling to the ground in a rain of fire and debris. The remainder of the Assimilator forces went berserk at this, another of their special abilities, ramping up the speed of attacks and damage as control from the central hive mind faltered and fell.

“Come on,” he muttered.

Expending all his energy on the spells left him with no way to evacuate any units, friendly or neutral, so he pushed on with the battle, queueing up more speeders and marines that might reach the battle faster.

In two minutes, the Daxorin units were going to bombard this place with a railgun or psychic beam weapon or whatever they used to nuke planets, regardless of the state of the enemy.

The slow ass tanks had finally reached the battle, and were setting up into artillery mode, but it was almost too late for them anyway. His Spartans and Firestorm had taken out several of the enemy buildings, and now the Dragons blasted a line of destruction through the enemy.

“Ash?” Netsu called up.

“Go ahead,” he said.

“I have your people.”

“Perfect, get them—”

“There’s a slight problem. They think I’m an enemy.”

Instead of his natural inclination, which was to swear loudly and with great vigor, he turned to Zirennia. “Can we, can you… I need to talk to Lucy.”

“I can put you through to the outpost comms… in just… a second…”

“We don’t have seconds,” he growled, then punched in a button for ship-wide comms. “Attention the lady folk. Netsu is presently with Jezebel’s husband down on the surface and I could use your help. He has one minute to live.”

He heard a shocked yelp from Jez on the other side, and a second later Mizu appeared in the room.

“Where’s my sister?” she cried.

In response, he pointed to the map. “You see that group of refugees? Your sister’s the dark unseen smudge off to the side, trying to convince Jezebel’s husband to get to safety, or be turned to paste in… thirty-one seconds.”

In response, Mizu’s eyes shot open and her hands opened wide, and on screen a portal of spinning white light opened up around the whole group of people.

A second later all the people materialized in the room around him, including Netsu, directly in front of her sister, and Lucifer holding his son just a few feet away.

“What—”

“Take us out of here,” Ash said, and started jabbing the controls to get the ship up beyond orbit.


40- All Of Them Are Poor Role Models

Sunday, Day 3

The whole planet lit up with blue-white energy, and only a few silhouettes of Daxorin ships could be seen rising off the planet’s surface.

Zirennia turned to him. “What about the mission, Captain?”

Lucy had just handed over baby Damien to Jezebel, who had in turn leapt into Lucifer’s arms princess carry style. The two started furiously making out, while a bunch of onlookers milled or looked on with admiration and perhaps a little jealousy at the adorable spectacle.

Not far off, Mizu and Netsu were also hugging, with Mizu promising she’d never abandon her sister ever again, no matter what kind of shitty move she pulled with Mizu’s most special man-friend. Netsu hugged her back, saying nothing.

“Captain?” Zirennia asked.

“Mission accomplished, Specialist,” he said.

“The mission is not at all complete,” she responded. “We still need to—”

She stopped and stared at Evie and Ashley, who had just put a hand on each of her shoulders.

“Mission. Accomplished,” Ashley said.

“I want to be heading back toward Phoenix or Vegas right this moment,” he said, “right after I give my best friend a hug.”

He advanced across the room, arms open, and received a huge grin from Lucy.

“That communication was fuzzy as fuck,” Lucifer said. “I couldn’t hear anything you were saying. How did you know we were stuck on this planet?”

“What? I didn’t. I just knew we should be together, through whatever the hell’s happening.”

Lucifer grinned at him, and Jezebel gathered him into a hug together.

“I don’t know what your deal is with all the women on this ship,” she whispered, “but you got me my Queen Lucy back. So whatever shenanigans you get up to, you’ve got my full support.”

Lucy looked around at all the men and women refugees, brow knitted in confusion. “Um… what is she talking about?”

***

“The way I see it, you have several choices,” Ash told Zirennia. “I can drop you wherever there’s a planet, or jettison one of the escape pods, or just bring you with us.”

“Bring me… where?” Specialist Zirennia’s eyes were wide at the thought.

“Out of this science fiction nightmare and back into Spellcraft world.”

“What? What the hell is a Spellcraft?”

“I’ll explain everything,” Ashley said, and took her hand. “Evie can help me. We’ll take all the people back to the cargo hold. Right? The portable command center isn’t there any longer?”

Ash indicated she was indeed correct, so they all headed out and left him with Lucy, Jez, little Damien, and the twins.

The twins. That whole ball of yarn that needed detangling.

“Bro, tell me everything!” Lucifer said, grinning. His platinum blonde eyelashes and eyebrows waggled expressively.

“I don’t know if you want to hear everything,” Jezebel said, and gave Ash a pointed look.

“I mean I can edit out most things, but there’s a definite reason—”

The entire ship shook and alarm klaxons began to go off. Maps of the ship appeared and lit up here and there with orange, yellow, and red, while the bridge of the ship stayed blue.

“What the f—” he had time to shout, before little circles began going off in the red zone.

“Hull breach,” the calm female voice intoned. “Lower deck.”

“Lock down all compartments,” he said, and slammed his hand down on the button that appeared on the console to engage. He hoped that a force field would spring up and close out the hole, or at least stop the whole ship from becoming depressurized. If there was one bonus to being in the far future, it was whatever tech you could think of being a reality. Inertial dampeners? Sure. Artificial gravity? No problem. Big bulkhead doors and airtight force fields slamming down to keep the air in the ship and everyone alive? Got it.

So all the doors slammed closed, and readouts of lifeforms began to appear. Jezebel raced over to one of the stations, while Lucy cradled a confused and watery-eyed toddler, who was on the verge of a screaming crying fit.

“No casualties,” Jez said. “The breach happened in the engine compartment, and… three new lifeforms entering there. Two lifeforms. Three. Um… two or three.”

Nova Corridor had never used ‘lifeforms’ as a measure of units, so he wasn’t sure if an on-again, off-again lifeform was a sign of a Daxorin cloaking themselves or an Assimilator taking over an organic.

“Can we lock those three down?” he asked.

Several tappity-taps later, Jez frowned. “The ship doesn’t have internal security systems, no brig, but we can energize a shield around the breach and keep anything else from damaging the compartment, or the engines.

“Cameras then?” He asked, and had it a second later. “On screen.”

The screen showed a Daxorin, but one in hulking curved armor, some bits of it floating and crystalline held together by a web of reddish lightning. He glowed with malevolent red power. The other two had collars around their necks, digging into their flesh and shocking them with little zaps of red bolts of lightning.

“How far are we from the barrier?” he asked. When Jez gave him a sharp look, he explained. “I want to bring us all into Spellcraft. I know the system better, I know the capabilities of the ship better, and we don’t have to deal with that fucking thing.” He pointed at the screen. “Now I need some audio.”

Audio was no problem, but it highlighted the exact problem the moment he heard the voice.

“Ash!” The Daxorin Assimilator bellowed, stalking over on its metal-crystal leg extensions toward the engine. “Get down here and face me before I blow up this ship.”

***

“Oh, it’s just Throdric,” he said.

“Just Throdric?” Lucy asked, trying to comfort a now-bawling Damien. “What the hell does that mean, Ash?”

“The guy you threw off a cliff?” Jezebel asked.

“It was a floating island, all right, and I needed to know if the Full Revive would work? It was in the name of science.”

“You literally killed a stranger, who reincarnated, and you didn’t think it would be a problem you’d have to deal with going forward?” Lucifer asked him.

“In my defense, I was preoccupied with not dying, figuring out the system, and trying to find a place to leave Ashley so she wouldn’t be an anchor tied to my waist in a place where we kept getting attacked by teams of goblins on speeder bikes and giant frost worms and shit.”

“Ashhole!” Throdric screamed. “Come down here!”

Ash pressed the comm button. “Heyyyy Throdric.”

“Ash,” he hissed, one hand on the console controlling engine function. “Cowardly bastard!”

“Listen, we got off on the wrong foot—”

Apparently his Charming wasn’t going to work this time. The UI informed him that Throdric’s hatred for him had only grown further and further in the past days. He’d crossed over from Sworn Enemy to Bitter Enemy, and while Ash couldn’t really see the difference between them, neither sounded good. The higher the Enemy status, the better resistance one would have against Charm and various positive uses: negotiation, diplomacy, de-escalation, seduction.

Ash nearly chuckled at the idea that he would sweep Throdric off his feet and take him on a whirlwind romance in order to save the ship and his people. He imagined a rose in his mouth and whirling the armored dwarf around before doing a tango dance with him before a candlelit dinner overlooking the steep Greek cliff sides.

Except that Damien was screaming bloody murder. “Look, Throdric—”

“What?” Throdric shouted.

“I can’t… it’s hard to talk with this baby crying—”

“I can’t hear you! Is that a screaming toddler?” Throdric demanded. “This is going all wrong.”

“No, we should talk about this,” he said. “It’s just, there’s, my best friend’s baby is crying…” He trailed off, wanting to laugh but knowing he shouldn’t.

“That’s it!” Throdric declared, and extended red lightning and crystalline metal growths down into the console for the engines.

“Oh shit,” Jez said. Damien chose this exact moment to stop bawling loudly, so the word rang out loud in the ship’s bridge. “This idiot just overloaded the circuitry and took control of the engines away—”

Once again, Ash lost her words under the baby’s loud cries.

“Could we take him elsewhere?” Ash asked, as kindly as he could manage. This obviously wasn’t the kid’s fault. He had no idea what was going on or how important this was.

“Oh shit,” Jez repeated. “Shit shit shit.”

“Oh sit!” the baby chirped.

“I’d very much like to take him elsewhere,” Lucy said, chuckling, “especially if my wife is going to teach my son the first few words of his life here and now. There are pressure sealed emergency doors blocking off access to the other parts of the ship.”

“I’m sorry!” she said, then swore again at the readouts she was getting on the console and monitors. “He’s infected and assimilating the ship’s systems… we need to do something before he takes over the whole ship.”

“How close are we to the barrier?” he asked. Spellcraft seemed his only hope, now that he didn’t have a mobile command center with which to spawn zillions of expendable drone units. This was like one of those horrible space station missions in Nova Corridor where you started with a tiny squad of guys and the station was rigged with traps… and the Assimilators sent kamikaze attackers against you.

“Only a few klicks,” she said.

“We just need some time, then. Open up the hatch separating the engine room from the corridors, and I’ll go face him. Everyone else stay here.”

“The hell you will,” Netsu said, just as Mizu said, “We’re going with you!”

“Ell!” the baby burbled, waving chubby arms at Netsu’s half-invisible form and not-exactly-glowing wrist blades.

“If you guys could stop swearing around my impressionable tiny child, that would be fabulous,” Lucy said, unimpressed. “He seems able to pick out the swear words without any issue at all.”

Netsu ducked her head sheepishly.

“Stay. Here,” he said, glaring at Netsu. She at least had the good graces to look contrite.

Jezebel opened up the door leading out of the bridge, and Ash charged down with the twins directly behind him.

She kept opening the way for him, and closing them behind him. He charged down hallways, then took a platform down to the engine level.

It wasn’t a large place, honestly, little more than an oversized gas tank you’d see outside of a rural house in the north. The whole thing was rounded, and there was only a tiny bit of space you’d be able to stand up straight. Curved walls led down to curved flooring. Most of the place was tubing covered in small touch screen tablets, though you could also manipulate a hologram over at the main workstation.

“I’m here,” he called. “You can stop.”

Throdric was some four meters tall, hunched way over and looking a bit like a four armed, lightsaber-wielding cyborg who would later get shot in the chest. The face plate was a strange melding of crystal and metal, with red arcs of lightning dancing over it and eyes of pure red light. He hovered, and great crystalline claws hovered out beyond his four-fingered Daxorin hands, creating a sort of exo suit around him, where some of the pieces seemed stuck in place by an invisible magnetic force, and other parts slowly orbited him, filled with malignant reddish electric energy.

“Rod, we don’t have to do this.”

“It’s Throdric now!” he snarled.

“We can finish this, just you and me. I’ve got some eighty innocent people up in the cargo hold, and they don’t need to be saved from evil aliens just to have the rescue ship explode on them, okay?”

Throdric didn’t let go of the console, which crew crystals even as he watched, and those crystals radiated out bits of metal, and all of that started sparking red. Assimilators just took things over, no regard for their own lives, knowing that each crystal node was an extension of the Prime Intellect.

And behind him stood two other figures, two humans infected by the Assimilator contagion. Both stared helplessly at him, begging him with their reddening eyes, but he couldn’t be sure if they were begging for salvation or death.

“I’m amazed you came,” Throdric said, and he could hear the grin in his former neighbor’s voice.

“Why?” he asked. “I’ve got my Full Revive from the end of the world. You don’t.”

The psycho advanced across the small room and smashed a huge fist into Ash’s guts. He flew back into the machinery behind him and slid to the ground, coughing from having the wind knocked out of him.

“Yeah, buddy,” he wheezed. “I deserved that.”

“You deserved that!” Throdric declared. “Wait… what?”

“I mean what I did to you was shitty. Here, you want your Full Revive back? I should’ve just put it in your hand before I pushed you off the island.”

Throdric roared with rage. “It’s too late!”

“I mean you can have it, though,” Ash told him.

“It doesn’t go like this!” Throdric bellowed, and slammed Ash aside, where he crashed through a touch screen console and slid down to the floor again, moaning with the pain of it.

“If you don’t take this, I’ll just put it away,” he said.

“I’ll throw you out of the ship!” The Daxorin Assimilator declared. “You’ll die out in the vacuum. Then I shall know if it looks like it did in that movie…”

“Event Horizon,” Ash supplied, and wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth.

“Right! Wait… don’t do that!”

“Don’t… answer your questions?”

It was clear the little guy wanted to stand at his full height, and was just furious he couldn’t loom over Ash properly. “Stop talking, you… you fuck! I’ll kill you!”

He grabbed Ash this time by the shirt, and dragged him out of the engine room, up into the lower deck of the ship. Ash spared one last look at the unmoving, terrified figures of Rachel and Darren, whose names he didn’t know and might never learn, and at the console. It was still blooming more Assimilator crystal-metal constructs, and they were chaining scarlet sparks over his engine control console. The warning klaxons and the serene voice announcing all the problems the engines were having did a bit of glitchy shit before he was out of the room.

Now Throdric rose up to his full height, staring down from his alien armor, his slowly rotating alien bits and bobs, crackling with lightning.

“Now, you die, Ash… hole.”

“It’s Phoenix now,” he supplied. “Ash Phoenix.”

Throdric just bellowed in rage, then picked Ash up and slammed him into the ceiling, which was almost exactly four meters high, then slammed him down into the floor again. Bones broke, but he was a hero character in Nova Corridor, and had hundreds more hit points than a regular Flameskull. If only he was wearing his armor.

The words didn’t want to come out of him, so they came out in a choked whisper. “I’ll… just… revive…”

“Then I’ll kill you again!”

“It could… be… yours.”

“Give it to me,” Throdric said gravely.

“It’ll… only spawn… once we get… over the barrier.”

The maniacal glow spread over Throdric’s face. “Then you won’t revive on this side.”


41- Everything Falls Apart

Sunday, Day 3

Throdric turned it up several notches and really unleashed the full might of his Daxorin and Assimilator body on Ash. Although his attributes were high, he wasn’t in his Flameskull armor, nor was he commanding units on the Nova Corridor battlefield. He dodged a bit of the damage but got raked across the midsection by claws the floated with the help of red lightning bolts.

“You’ll die!” The fucker shouted down at Ash. “And you won’t come back! Now you’ll know what it feels like, asshole! Ashhole!”

Ash would’ve laughed if it didn’t hurt so goddamned much. He unsuccessfully dodged to one side, and caught another claw slash across the side of one arm, spun away and crashed into the opposite hallway wall.

No weapons. No attacks. All the goods were in Spellcraft world. He should’ve known this was coming. And really, he felt bad for the guy, like he deserved this punishment and Throdric deserved to give it to him.

On the other hand, Throdric had thrown away his one chance at a free Full Revive. He’d chosen revenge over setting things straight. There’d been a chance to apologize, he’d taken it, and then offered to make things even. He definitely should’ve offered more than just a single card as recompense.

And now he was reaping what he’d sown.

The next attack cut deep into his thigh and sent him to one knee, where he then received a face full of knee pad and went sprawling backwards toward the center of the ship.

“You could’ve given me some fucking warning,” Throdric growled. “You could’ve given me a replacement card, or something good to make me feel like I wasn’t getting the royal shaft, you douchebag.”

“Sor… ry,” he rasped, unable to clutch all the different wounds. He was down under half his life now.

Did he… no, he didn’t have enough energy to perform the nanobot swarm action. The energy came from the command headquarters, which had just been obliterated on the surface of the planet. Instead he rolled aside just before being clipped by Throdric’s chicken-like metal and crystal stomping foot.

“Well it’s too late for that,” Throdric said. “Now you die.”

This kick had some mustard on it, and sent Ash hurtling backwards. The three chicken claws from the foot had punctured something important, because he fell to about a quarter of his life, and the flight was just long enough for him to both register this, and register the fact that he was probably going to lose the rest of his health smashing into the wall behind him. And wouldn’t you know it, he was flipping over in the air and hurtling toward a series of exposed pipes. They didn’t look soft or forgiving, and told him he was about to die.

Except he didn’t. He never even struck the pipes, but slowed down unnaturally and slowly sank to the floor. Throdric’s surprised and enraged roar was enough to tell him something unforeseen was happening.

“That’s enough,” Evie said from behind him.

“Oh Ash,” Ashley moaned from close by. “My Ash, what did he do to you?”

A surge of healing went all through his body from Ashley’s Medic healing ability. The next thing he saw was her armored hand reaching forward and firing a flaming projectile at Throdric, who seemed to explode into bright orange-white flame. His hands flew up to his face and a roar escaped him a moment before Netsu jumped over Ash, going fully invisible. She swept one blade aside, slashing through his midsection, and swept another the other one through his chest. The psychic blade went directly through his armor but was caught in a psionic shield bubble, and though he swung a clawed fist forward, she danced nimbly aside.

“Space, sister!” Mizu shouted, and Netsu ducked behind the huge monstrosity before a series of blue slash marks appeared in the air. They cut first through his psionic shield, then began to shred through his bulky armor and crack the emerging crystals.

Only the armor ended up damaged; Throdric was almost completely unscathed.

“Is that it?” Throdric roared. “That’s all you’ve got?”

The green hit point bar over his head was only a quarter gone, and the blinded vehicle of revenge stalked forward relentlessly, swiping back and forth with one clawed hand, while tiny arcs of lightning singed the walls, floor and ceiling.

Then a hole appeared in his chest and blew him back a foot, onto his ass. Over Ash’s head, Evie pulled the enormous sniper rifle back and ejected a shell the size of his forearm. Two of her hands fed a new projectile into the gun’s breach, then re-engaged the bipod.

“He’s blinded,” Ashley said. “We can back off and trap him.”

“Won’t work,” Evie said from beside her, and lined the next shot up. “He’s started taking over the ship. We need to free the engine consoles of Assimilators and get through the barrier, where all this makes a lot more sense and Ash gets all his powers back.”

Two psychic blades sliced cleanly his chest, and gave Evie pause. A second later, Throdric’s armor did the job for him of latching onto the invisible attacker at his back, lifting her up, and launching her down the hall at Ash and company.

Like Ash, she too slowed to a stop mid-air and fell to the floor just shy of bowling all of them over.

“Good work, Miz,” Evie remarked, then blew a hole right through Throdric’s head.

One second he was red lightning and fury, pebbly skin lit up with the Assimilator crimson. The next, a good quarter of his head disappeared and painted part of the wall with a mist of purple blood.

“Holy,” Ashley breathed.

The one remaining eye flared back to life, and where his head had been, red webbing of pure lightning took its place.

“Did you think…” his voice was slurred and fuzzy, “did you honestly believe that would stop me?”

Another shot took the rest of his head off, slapping his upper body back into the floor.

Evie had a smirk in her voice now. “That should—“

The torso sat back up.

“N-nothing… can stop m-me now,” the voice said, now wholly wrong. “Nothing.”

Another series of psychic slashes all cut into the body, shredding the armor and disrupting the crimson lightning. More crystals cracked, a few shattered.

Then Netsu was there, slashing and swiping. Although the blades passed right through regular matter, they did slice through the crystalline parts of the Assimilator. She went right on slashing even though all the sparks and lightning arcs were done zapping, and the body fell completely motionless.

“Is that it then?” Ashley asked.

“We have to deal with the engine room,” Evie said.

***

“Seal off and jettison the engine room,” Evie said.

The place was nothing but a massive infestation of metallic crystals all dancing with reddish lightning. In the middle of the room stood a young man and woman, staring at them in horror. Both of them had collars on, and those collars were overgrown with Assimilator crystals.

“Are you sure?” Ashley asked. “Those are people in there.”

“They came with that asshole,” Evie responded.

“They didn’t do anything to deserve that,” Ashley replied.

“Mizu?” Ash replied. The ball of light with the vaguely Daxorin shape turned to him. “Can you use telekinesis to grab them out?”

“I’m supposed to inform you that Mizu isn’t talking to you any longer,” Evie said.

“It’s… it’s okay,” Mizu said, and for a brief moment the glow dimmed. Afterwards, the two figures in the field of sparking crystal were flying toward them.

“Zirennia?” he asked loudly.

Over the comms came her voice. “Captain?”

“Seal off the engine room on the starboard side, and blow it.”

“Captain, we’ll spiral out of control,” she said.

“We’ll die otherwise.”

Her voice came through tight with tension. “Copy that, Captain.”

The next few minutes weren’t the most fun in his life, but they sure were exciting. Mizu and Netsu began carefully excising the Assimilator stuff embedded in Throdric’s two accomplices while Ashley healed them up with her medic powers. The process was agony for the two, who screamed and writhed on the floor, and threatened to cut themselves on Netsu’s psychic blades.

He headed to the bridge and got a better look at what the hell was happening up there.

It wasn’t encouraging. The ship wasn’t meant to be flown with only a single engine.

“This ship can detach from the other engine, right?” he asked.

Specialist Zirennia stared at him as though he just announced his penis was pregnant. “What?”

“We can detach the other engine at the precise moment we need to get us across that wall,” he told her, and pointed at the edge of the known universe on the map.

“That’s the dead zone,” she said. “Completely under the control of the Assimilators.”

“Propaganda,” he replied. “That’s where we came through. That way is back towards…” He had been about to say ‘the real world’ but stopped himself. This Nova Corridor existence for the people of California was just as real as the Spellcraft/Gemheart hybrid that had taken over in Arizona and points east. “…towards where we came from. And we need to get back there. Now.”

Specialist Zirennia didn’t have to run the numbers, but instead had to use the maneuvering thrusters to turn the ship a certain way and start it moving in that direction, then blow the second engine and put them on a trajectory toward what, muttering, she called ‘utter madness.’

Still, she followed his orders, while he watched out the view screens as the dull glow of distant something began to resolve into the curtain of hypnotic aurora-like light stretching up and down into forever.

As soon as they passed through…

“Computer, how long before we go through?” He asked.

The computer did the job for him. “Two minutes, twelve seconds.”

“Shit,” he muttered, bolted over, grabbed Zirennia, and hurried her off toward the remainder of the girls.

“What?” she demanded.

“As soon as we break through that breach, I’m going to give you a card. Just put it in your inventory.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Maybe the system would just award her one for being a new player. He could only hope.

With one hand on Zirennia’s elbow and the other guiding Jez and Lucy, they all made their way to the access hall where Netsu and Ashley were helping get Rachel and Darren free of the Assimilator stuff, but also keep them alive through the process, which involved extracting crystals that were embedded deep in their bodies.

“Listen to me,” he said. “In a minute, we’re all going through that barrier and the ship will start falling from the sky. You should still have your Full Revives, right?” He cast a look toward the ladies, who nodded. “Okay good. You new people, do you have yours?”

Both shook their heads.

“You stick close to me then. Now, Evie, Ashley, Mizu, Netsu, I’ll need you to try to keep us falling as slow as possible for as long as possible. I don’t know what’s going to happen to all the people in the cargo hold. But Lucy, Jez, Damien, and Specialist might need Full Revives, along with these two yokels.”

“Hey,” Rachel protested weakly.

“They’re not… cleansed,” Ashley also protested.

“There’s no time to deal with it here and now. To the bridge with you,” he commanded, and they all scampered off.

A good minute later, they broke through the barrier and watched as rainbow light transformed the hallway into the Wind Runner’s galley.

“Whoa,” Lucy said.

“Right… open your inventory and—”

A second later, Lucy had transformed into a willowy elf with shimmering white hair and medium brown skin, covered in leafy clothes.

Lucifer looked utterly astonished. “Did you speak with the lovechild of Caspar the Friendly Ghost and Will Smith?”

“No time, take this,” he passed Lucy a Full Revive, before giving one to a similarly Elven Jezebel. She looked simply stunning, but that wasn’t the least bit surprising. Somehow, baby Damien had become an elf too, and really that didn’t surprise Ash.

There was a moment of calm before the ship jostled, lurched, and tilted.

It took surprisingly little time to get down to the ground, though a lot happened. Zirennia became a swarthy-skinned, kinky-haired, afro-wearing human warrior, with a bow and twin short swords over chain armor, while Evie and Ashley went back to their previous looks.

Ash was overjoyed to find himself back to normal. Normal, of course, being a half-orc half-drow in Sorcerer’s robes.

He was not overjoyed to find the ship plummeting toward the ground.

With the sorts of reflexes he’d been developing lately, he retrieved his remaining copies of Clone Ability and cloned Telekinetic Hand, twice, cursing the whole time. Then he melded them together and got Telekinesis, the rare form, Cloned that, and melded those together to form Improved Telekinesis. This he slotted into his deck, accessed it, and this happened the second before a large portion of the ship broke off and sent them all spinning out into the open air.

The first rotation informed him, with nauseating clarity, that everything was completely FUBAR.

The ship was breaking up. The cargo hold had come apart and spilled dozens of people out into the open air, followed by whatever possessions they’d been holding. It wasn’t a lot, and that was to his advantage.

The mast and sails had torn free but were still stuck to what remained of the hull by lines. Somewhere, possibly back in Nova Corridor, the repulsers had sheered free. He could only see bits of ship flying randomly off in all directions.

Where Telekinetic Hand had been capable of handling 50 kilograms, basically Evie’s bodyweight, Telekinesis went up to 200 kilograms, or basically two of himself. Improved Telekinesis shot the maximum weight up to 1000 kilograms, and it was perfect for seizing large groups of people and bits of ship.

He ran out of mana after securing all the people he knew by name, and had two more left over to grab up two groups of ten people. He began to hang in the air and shoved all the groups downward telekinetically, with the twins, Evie and Ashley caught in a shimmering bubble of telekinetic force along with the aft castle of the ship. After that, he plucked a mana potion card out of his inventory, drank it, and cast Improved Telekinesis three more times in order to halt the ship’s hull from crashing completely into the ground below.

You have reached your limit in Wands and Attuned, the UI told him. You will be unable to manage further castings of any prolonged spell requiring concentration.

Ash set down the first group of people, followed by the second, and he rushed to use another casting to grab up the last bunch of falling debris and set it gently down.

Being able to control around eight of those at the same time was taxing; he felt the strain on a part of his brain he hadn’t known existed. Clearly it was the magical, but pushing the limits like this was not at all a good time. Checking over his stats revealed that he was losing stamina, and rapidly.

Finally though, after several more tense seconds of him controlling this and that group of people telekinetically, he was only dealing with three of them at the same time, and the stamina loss was slower. This was good, because he was a hair’s breadth from being out. He finally put people down on the ground, took a knee, then decided to hell with trying to look cool, and sprawled out on what used to be the eastern California desert. Soft grass and unconsciousness enveloped him.


42- A Weird New World

Sunday, Day 3

Ash wasn’t entirely sure how the remainder of the day went. He floated in and out of consciousness, having depleted his entire mana pool not once, but twice in a row, and then depleted his stock of stamina trying to remain in control of eight different spells at the same time.

He was aware that he was waking up hard, with hands on his junk. More hands than were strictly necessary. He swam slowly into consciousness, absorbing the sounds, smells and of course the feelings first, before finally opening his eyes.

It smelled metallic, mostly, though he detected sweat and the faint scent of arousal. Dusty, too, and with a bit of wood.

Groaning. He heard groaning. That was wood doing something it shouldn’t otherwise be doing, which would’ve given him pause except that several eager hands were stroking his erection, and no, there was heavy breathing washing over him, and some licks in there too. Now the head of his cock slipped between a pair of lips that proved to be a rather talented pair of lips.

Someone was moaning into someone else’s mouth, and he knew this because he heard them kissing.

“Un-fucking-believable,” he heard Zirennia say from a little ways away.

When he finally cracked an eye, it was to find Evie and Ashley making out around the shaft of his steel-hard dick. They were doing him sloppy, and getting saliva all over one another. Also Ashley’s ass was waving back and forth slowly, a hypnotic snake charmed by his hard on.

Behind them, Zirennia had her hands on herself, leaning against the wall of the… no, it was the inside of the ship’s hull. Her shirt had been pushed up to show off a pair of large, firm breasts, and one hand was inside her riding pants, working on herself furiously with mouth slack and eyes not entirely sure where to look.

“Well hello,” he croaked, the sleep still thick in his voice.

Evie disengaged from his cock and stood. “It’s Ashley’s turn,” she told him. “She’s been foaming at the lips, both sets, since you saved us.”

“I need it, Ash,” she moaned. Back to orc form.

“But I want her to eat me,” Evie said, her voice thick and her eyes hooded with arousal. “Does that sound—”

“It sounds magnificent,” he said.

“Just lay there and we’ll take care of everything,” Evie told him, and stuck her tongue fully into his mouth for a sloppy kiss. She moaned while Ashley pulled up and got into position, lined up his cock, and sank down onto him.

Ash had always rather enjoyed reverse cowgirl for the amazing things it did to his girlfriend’s ass. He got a very detailed show of absolutely everything happening, and she never objected to being spanked. So he did, repeatedly.

“Ohhhh fuck,” she moaned. “Yesssss.”

“I thought we were all gonna die,” Evie said, and slipped him tongue once more while Ashley began pumping up and down using just her talented hips. Another moment later Evie joined her, and the little nellwyn was soon in position.

Ashley was able to eat her pussy, with a leg draped over either shoulder, and hold up the forty kilo Evie without any issue. In her orc form, she could still pump herself up and down on him and hold their second girlfriend up to her mouth.

“Ohhhhh fudge,” Evie groaned, clutching Ashley’s hair. “She’s so good at that.”

“She’s good at this too,” he told her, and spanked Ashley’s ass to show just what she was good at, and what she ought to continue doing. He relished the moan of approval out of Ashley, the way her ass shook, and the heat of her pussy surrounding every iota of him.

“You can come over here too,” he said, to the orange-haired beauty watching.

Zirennia didn’t even respond at first, too focused on the action before her to realize that he’d been talking to her. By now her shirt was off, and her pants were at her knees. Not only did she have a nipple pinched in one hand, she was working her pussy furiously with the other. Her legs looked ready to buckle.

Her eyes finally snapped open. “Huh?”

“Climb aboard,” he said, and motioned toward his mouth. “Evie and Ashley don’t mind, do they?”

“I don’t mind at alllllll,” Evie said, ramping up toward her orgasm, while Ashley made another indistinct sound of pleasure and kept right on multitasking.

Before long, everything was eclipsed by the Zirennia’s pussy lowering down onto his face. She was already so wet she literally dripped juices into his mouth, and it took only a handful of licks around her clit to set her right off. She hunched down onto his torso, convulsing loudly and groaning.

“Ugh that was hot,” Evie grunted. “I’m c… Ohhhh I’m c-cumming too. Jinkeys!”

Soon she was going through her own shuddering fit around Ashley’s face.

Ash swatted his girlfriend’s ass again and enjoyed the growl of annoyance he got in return. Grinning, he kept one hand on Zirrenia’s own butt cheek, while Ashley turned to face the new addition to whatever the hell Ash was building. Now he got to watch her flexing thighs, rippling abs and bouncing breasts as she rode him in plain old cowgirl fashion.

Seal Team Sex, he thought, with Zirennia’s taste all over his tongue and dripping down his chin.

Ashley began sliding up and down the full length of him with even more enthusiasm than before. His shaft was covered in her juices and she was wetter than be could ever remember.

“I can’t believe you’re doing that,” she moaned. “I can’t believe I ever consented to this. I’m such an idiot.”

At the same time, she was hotter and tighter than he could remember in their entire relationship. Her walls repeatedly squeezed at his cock. He got two fistfuls of her breasts and pinched at her nipples.

“Do you want… want me to stop?” Zirennia asked. “I can… maybe I can’t…”

Ashley’s response was to pull the black girl’s head toward her and lock lips with her in a passionate kiss. Ash knew this because it caused the new girl’s pussy to come up off him, and he watched from below as they made out.

“He’s mine, understand,” Ashley warned.

“I understand,” Zirennia said breathlessly. “I only want to watch.”

“Ash,” his girlfriend whined. “Oh my lord, you’re so bad. You got me hooked on this.”

She started to buck and shiver out her own orgasm. Falling on top of him, she kissed him, made a surprised sound, then began licking his face. He wanted to tell her he was saving those girl juices for later, but didn’t want to break the mood.

“That was incredible,” Evie remarked sleepily from beside them. Zirennia was down next to her a moment later, and didn’t protest when Evie backed her naked ass up into her to play little spoon.

Now Ash rose up, picking Ashley up. “What—”

She didn’t get farther than that. Ash had a hand under each leg and held her entire body weight impaled on him. She whimpered and wrapped her hands around his neck, and held on for dear life.

“You don’t love me,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re only here to be protected… and for the sex.”

She merely groaned in response. He continued swinging his hips, slapping his whole body against hers, making her squeak and moan out over and over again.

“Am I right?” He asked.

“Y-y-yes.”

She just loved the bling, the fancy tavern rooms, the piping hot and delicious meals, and of course all the sex she could wring out of him. So he walked her over to the hull of the ship, put her back to it, and gave her all he had.

“I’ll protect you,” he whispered, hammering away. He could feel stupid about this later. For now he felt like the big strong authority figure, the valiant protector, the conquerer. “But I have to do it my way. You get it.”

She nodded into his shoulder, and began to claw at his back.

“You’re mine now,” he told her. Not the other way around.

She nodded again, and he actually lost hit points from her fingernails raking into him.

“Say it.”

“Oh Ash,” she whimpered.

“Say. It.”

“I’m yours,” she breathed, and came hard. He didn’t care if it was the position, the stimulation, or the very thought of him owning her, he was just glad of the admission, and the way her body spasmed and bucked. The whole scene, knowing Evie and Zirennia were watching, sent him over the edge too. He repeated his ownership over her, and came right along with her. It felt like he was spraying a bucket’s worth into her. “Oh fuck, I can… I can feel it.”

***

He wanted to feel like he’d accomplished something grand in setting the relationship straight, but it still felt off. So while Zirennia used whatever crafting skill she had to rapidly repair the ship, with Evie’s help and likely Ashley’s management, Ash sought out the twins.

He didn’t have to go far.

Mizu and Netsu were together and holding hands, and he counted this a good sign. For their relationship, at least. He wasn’t entirely sure Mizu wanted to be anywhere near him or his dick in the future. Based on the way Netsu was walking, he wasn’t sure if she’d want to be anywhere near his dick in the future either.

Luckily, the Betrayed condition affecting Mizu had been lost at some point. He suspected Netsu had apologized, or watching him get nearly killed broke it. She was no longer his enemy, thank fuck.

“I’m glad you two are alive and well,” he said, and really meant it. This made his Hearts (Charming) check succeed handily. That and his stats were so far above theirs.

“I’m sorry,” Mizu said.

“I’m sorry,” he told her. “Netsu and I had some private business to hash out, and you weren’t meant to see that.”

“She told me everything,” Mizu said, while behind her, Netsu’s eyes were wide and she was shaking her head. She made a cutting motion at her throat, several times, and snapped back to a ‘relaxed’ posture when Mizu looked back at her.

“However much money she stole from you,” Mizu said, “we’ll pay it back.”

“Oh, no,” he said, and luckily succeeded a Hearts (Quick) check. “No worries. I uh, I punished her a little too severely for just some coins.”

“And cards,” Mizu said. “The really high rarity cards.”

“And the cards, yeah. I shouldn’t have… the punishment wasn’t entirely… it was inappropriate and I took it too far.”

Netsu cleared her throat. “I suggested he do it.”

Both of them turned to look at her.

“Yes, uh… I didn’t have anything else to pay with. And I thought, uh, I thought I’d made you really upset.” She was trying to sell the lie that she suggested he fuck her in the ass as payment for some cards she’d stolen. Holy hell, Ash hoped Mizu was naive enough to believe this load of horseshit.

Mizu continued to stare at her, and Ash wasn’t about to step in and fuck up the convoluted lie Netsu had just created. They were already well into the ‘I don’t fucking believe that’ realm of possibility with Mizu.

“Also I wanted to be punished,” she said miserably. And when they didn’t stop her, she barreled on, digging herself an even bigger, weirder hole. “And I wanted what Mizu got. I was jealous.”

She fell silent there, apparently realizing she was being an idiot and possibility screwing up this whole thing.

A moment later Mizu gave her a huge, steamy hug. “I forgive you, sister,” she said. “If you just showed me the cards, I would have given them back to him… I think Ash is very generous and will share his rewards with us.”

Ash could not imagine feeling any more awkward or like an ass. Based on the look on Netsu’s face, she couldn’t either.

“And if you wanted him, I think… I think I could understand. Evie and Ashley are already with him.” She giggled. “And the new girl too.”

Netsu looked ready to break down crying.

“You were watching us, weren’t you?” he asked, to keep eyes off the molten meltdown about to occur, and hopefully prevent it.

“I may have, um, done some reconnaissance and checked on the ship repairs,” she said, cheeks glowing dark red like they were full of algae blooms. “Anyway it seems like Ash has enough to give all of us what we need. Sexually, you know? And we’re adults. Netsu can do what she wants, especially if it’s… that.” She laughed. “I mean I’d rather not have that mental image any longer, but if that’s what you two want to do, you can, uh… do… that.” She waved her arms around. “Not thinking about it! Not thinking about it!”

Her face grew serious. “It’s a weird new world, and we can throw the usual rules out until things become… normal again.”

***

“So this is what you do now?” Lucy asked. They were standing outside the hull of the ship, watching Evie and Zirennia do their business. The former Specialist had taken to the task of repairing the skyship with vigor, and Evie was eager to chat with her, sometimes using hand gestures to show exactly what they were talking about.

Sex. They were discussing sex. Whatever had bloomed inside Evie, it was like that plant in Little Shop of Horrors.

Ash shrugged and grinned sheepishly. “It’s not exactly what it looks like.”

Lucy laughed at him, and Ash was delighted not to hear any animosity or judgement in that laughter. “It looks like you’re shacking up with five different women,” he said. “All of them seem to be between somewhat and very okay with the arrangement. And two of them are twins?”

“Ehh… it’s exactly what it looks like then, I guess.” He laughed. “It’s not… there’s… there’s something else.”

“What’s that?”

Ash showed his best friend and his best friend’s wife Hareminatrix, followed by several of the higher rarity cards he’d looted off the ground after the battle of the blue and red mages Friday at just after six thirty in the morning. Some of them had been created out of the æther by Deck Erector, and he’d never seen their like before.

“I haven’t told any of the others,” he said. “They wouldn’t… I’m not sure if they’ll… you know?”

Jezebel clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Your secret’s safe with us, Ash. Right, honey?”

Lucy stared down at the mythic and masterpiece rarity cards, then blinked several times and seemed to remember he was there. “Right, of course, yeah.”

“I want to find her,” he told them. “The girl who saved my life. Save her if she’s still imprisoned. Maybe find out if there’s anything I can do to thank her.” He caught the looks they were giving him. “Not that. Jeez, I’m not a complete pervert.”

Jezebel gave him a knowing look and an exaggerated nod. “Sure thing, Ash. We believe you.”

“Is Ashley okay with all this?” Lucifer asked.

“You bet she is,” Jezebel said. “She’s been a realist and a survivor. She immediately did whatever was necessary to stay with the person who would help her survive and thrive. She just got lucky that the person able to help her was also the person who’s been under her thumb for the last two and a half years.”

“You don’t have to put it like that,” Ash grumbled.

“And now it looks like the foo’s on the other shoot,” Lucifer said.

“You are not exposing our child to terrible dad jokes,” Jezebel said, but smiling and rolling her eyes. “You hand him over this instant if you’re going to keep that shit up.”

“Shit!” Damien chirped, waving his arms happily, with a line of drool leaking down his chin.

“How does he do that?” All three of them said simultaneously.

“We’ll travel with you,” Jezebel said. “Obviously this little guy’s safety is our number one concern, but right now you’re the most powerful person we know, with the most sexy lady defenders surrounding you… us… so we’re in safe hands for the time being.”

Ash just shook his head.

“So where to, Hareminatrix?” Lucy asked.

Now he rolled his eyes. He did not want to be called a Hareminatrix.

His parents’ house. They were going to travel all the way to Colorado, or whatever Colorado was now, save them from whatever predicament they’d found themselves embroiled in, and then… oh God, he was going to have to go through the same nonsense as this.

Yes, his parents were definitely his next priority, unless he got a clue as to the whereabouts of that blue lady mage who’d saved his life and possibly saved the whole world.

Although, the very thought of his parents finding out about all his girlfriends caused him to burn with so much embarrassment.

What was he going to tell them?
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