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Prelude- Omega

Omega’s real name no longer mattered. He signed autographs with the omega instead of the final A in his name, or sometimes the initial O. Sometimes he signed ‘enemy combatant Ωmega’ and other times ‘tactical commander OMEGΩ.’ He didn’t love personalized signatures, but the little kids needed someone to emulate and he strived to be a good role model, as his agent strongly suggested. So it would be something like ‘to my biggest fan and future enemy combatant: keep striving. -Omega’

There was something outside of the death matches, and he was standing in the middle of it now.

Before him stood a hulking monster of a man, more muscle than should’ve been possible on a single human. It was manufactured: a circular device had been clamped into his chest by tiny claws, and steel-hard but flexible cables ran substances through that, into the other devices he wore: elbow pads, wrist gauntlet, a thick band of metal around his neck, kneepads, and anklets. Omega now saw that a similar device was embedded in the man’s back, glowing with orange liquid instead of the purple in the chest device.

The enemy combatant was called Juice, and he wore the ragged scraps of a hospital gown tied into one of those sumo diapers. He also wore a single flip flop. He wore a thin beard and had allowed his balding head to grow a five o’clock shadow, showing off a receding hairline and a bald spot. Omega sympathized; he had his own bald spot to avoid, and kept his curly black hair up in a stumpy mohawk.

“You’ve come to be a smear on the pavement, boy?” Juice asked.

“Is this how the matches are done?” Omega asked in return. “Hand to hand?”

Juice just laughed.

If he had stopped to consider it, he would have thought that his insane stardom had somehow translated his ability to see the edge of the map, or the edge of thee system, and step beyond it. Omega had no spork, though, no relic of earth-that-was imbued with power. Instead he rode the belief and veneration of the fan base, the millions of viewers. It empowered him, whether he knew this or not. It let him step over the line into a different set of arenas.

The voice of an announcer came from overhead, though Omega couldn’t see where it might originate. “Challengers!” It said, in a tone that was reminiscent of cage fights Omega had seen on television, before…

Before what? There was no before. He’d been born in Delhi, made his way to Japan on a work visa, and ended up fighting in underground matches for extra money to send home to his enormous, impoverished family. He’d been recognized as a talented fighter with excellent aim, good instincts, great reflexes, and a good head for when to use abilities, and drafted onto a local team.

From there, over the course of the last two months or so, he’d gone from nobody to household name. It was a rise so meteoric he needed inertial dampeners to keep from having his face peeled off and his internal organs reduced to paste by the sudden fame.

“In the red corner, we have Omega. In the blue corner, the current champion, Juice.”

He understood the way of Gallantir, the capabilities, the tactics, the options. He’d memorized all of the available maps, enemy combatant abilities, the tactical outlook of the popular and effective up-and-coming teams. He dominated Gallantir. They called him Omega with good reason.

For weeks now, he’d rather enjoyed his R&R, away from the tournament matches, doing a world tour, soaking up the fame of being a champion. They revered him. The people all around Japan, China, and his home country of India loved him. They shouted his name and cheered in the streets. Women came up with interested looks and big smiles to get in on the fame he had. Men did too. Omega was a godly man, but he was also flesh and blood. He vented his passions all over Japan. Men and women proposed trysts and he gave his assent. Then he gave them what they asked for.

“Contestants, fight!”

Juice threw back his head and spread his arms out wide, and in that moment the device in his chest lit up. The stuff sloshed inside it, and a moment later the lines connecting the bracelets and anklets, neck band and the other devices lit up with that same violet fluid.

His muscles bulged, impossibly bigger than before.

Omega didn’t bother to wait around to see what would happen when Juice stopped growing, but instead drew two small, hidden daggers and launched himself forward. He slid on his side between the big man’s legs even as his opponent’s ability stopped injecting him with whatever substance in that device of his. When Omega went to slash at his Achilles tendons, Juice had just leaped out of the way, rolling and coming up facing his enemy.

Okay, so this wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d thought.

At least he had access to his Gallantir abilities. Omega spun up to his feet and dodged one of his opponent’s gigantic fists, swinging out to grab him.

“Come here,” the gruff voice thundered.

Instead Omega blasted a beam of purple black energy out of his hands, which caught Juice in the guts and propelled the smaller man back into a graceful flip to land on his feet. Just like in Gallantir the special move stunned his opponent for just a moment.

Yes, this could work.

He’d only meant the ability’s test to be an experiment, and had backed off rather than end up in the giant’s clutches. A furious back and forth took place afterwards, with Omega scoring a number of tiny cuts on the gigantic fighter’s hands and forearms. Blood coated his hands, and yet even when he did latch on to Omega’s shoulder, the slick blood wasn’t enough to help him wriggle free.

“Got you,” Juice growled.

He lifted Omega up over his head and slammed him down on the ground. Or would have, except Omega used his dark ray at the very last moment. He shot free of the huge hands and flew backwards again, stunning his opponent just long enough for him to land, get his knives drawn, and whip them at the massive face.

One caught Juice under the eye, and he cried out with head whipped back.

This should’ve given Omega the opening he needed to dart in and start applying kill shots, but the gigantic combatant recovered far too fast. This time he caught the Virtoulitié champion by the hand and flung him a good ten meters. Try as he might, he couldn’t land properly, and had the wind sucked out of his lungs. Bouncing once, he finally rolled to a stop.

Amazingly, he got to his feet just in time to see Juice shrink down. The muscles leeched out of his body. Where the steel cables to his bracers and anklets had been filled with purple fluid, these were now coursing with the orange from his back.

Juice closed the distance between them in moments, faster than Omega could easily handle with his midsection refusing to let him easily draw breath. Another flurry of attacks and parries went on, kicks and dodges, and Omega trying to land another blast that would give him space to get his knives back out. It failed, and he took several more blows to the body, and one to the head.

He was fading, in his first ever match in this new system.

Unfortunately he couldn’t tell whether his Advanced Skills were charged up. He needed one of them, and focused on trying to bring it out.

It worked.

He immediately went black and shadowy. Several different Omegas branched out of his location, leaving Juice backing away, confused. Some of them darted out away from him, but Omega himself crouched in low. He never kept quite the same pattern to his Omega Clones, always preferring to keep his enemies guessing. One of the clones leaped backwards in a back handspring, and one darted out to each side, while two more raised fists in boxing stances.

Juice swung forward with two haymakers, still raging.

It was exactly the wrong move. He desperately overextended himself, smashed his fists into the thin air of two different clone heads, and caught two other clones in the chests, but they only puffed to dust. The one he’d been chasing, the back handspring one, remained out of reach.

But most importantly, he’d put himself dangerously into Omega’s range.

A beam attack in the chest shoved Juice upwards and broke the chest device. Glowing purple fluid began showering down even as he flipped backwards with a rising bicycle kick to Juice’s chin. He then dashed forwards with the knives out and took Juice in the sides before he’d even hit the ground.

The announcer’s voice loudly proclaimed, “K.O. Winner, Omega!”

And just like that, Omega was once again standing where he had been just a minute ago. His opponent wasn’t dead, but instead stood, huge and hulking, snarling furiously at him.

“Round two,” the announcer said from all around him. “Fight!”

***

Several evenings later, Omega lay in a sumptuous bed surrounded by admirers. A few had traveled with him out of Japan and Gallantir, and a few he’d picked up today. Most were in a state of undress, beginning with the young woman feeding him dates. Another few kissed one another any time he looked their way, making sure he was watching the two nude beauties making out. One of them, he thought, was named Ysabette, though he couldn’t be sure.

All of them were looking to join his retinue and get away from something. He didn’t mind picking some of them up, so long as they could handle his… particular size issue. If they didn’t beg him to stop, or complain about how painful it was, they could stay.

The one with her head on his thigh presently, the one with the absolutely irresistible body, was named Siya. She had a red jewel in the center of her forehead, rimmed in gold, and probably wasn’t real. If it was or not, he’d coated it with his seed. The thought caused him to smile lazily. He’d met Siya at a tournament victory party, unable to tear his eyes away from the Indian woman with the pixie cut dyed maroon and neon green. She was an expert at coaxing his body to readiness, though he’d tired her out over the last couple of days with repeated sessions. Whether he sated his lusts with any of the others or not, he always had one load for Siya.

She prayed to him with her body, and he rewarded her prayers in the basest way possible.

Her hand was creeping toward his member just now, though he was focused intently on the television.

Everything was different. The television wasn’t holographic. The news didn’t focus entirely on the Gallantir match ups or leagues. They didn’t speculate on the vague alien threat that loomed, which Gallantir was supposed to be training them to fight, nor did they present the science behind the fighters’ abilities, and how it must be connected with the appearance of the city-sized spaceships. They had news about nations he had forgotten existed.

“This place is so different,” she told him, stroking him slowly, just two fingers lazily tracing the length of him, all the way down and back up. “None of the cars fly.”

“It is strange,” he agreed, and looked eyes with the two girls off to his left. They immediately began making out and grinding their midsections against one another. As soon as Siya got him hard again, he was going to go have these two blow him at the same time. He’d have them beg to have him inside. He’d make them beg for him to stop.

They could fly, though. In the morning a flying limousine and a flying bus in the Gallantir style came to retrieve him. After six matches and six victories over the last five days, it seemed that India and the near east was changing.

He’d fought a sort of contorting yogi, the man able to breathe fire and stretch his limbs to incredible lengths, he’d fought a thinner but nearly indestructible kickboxer covered in scars, and he’d fought a Chinese drunken master. He’d even flown down to a place where he’d been forced to fight a kangaroo wearing boxing gloves. If not for his special skills and throwing knives, he’d have been utterly destroyed by that one. He’d lost his first round against the kangaroo, but still came out at two wins to one.

Now when he flew over the huge plain, it was dotted with skyscrapers, and in the far distance the cars were just like the ones in Japan.

Where it had only been skyscrapers and street fighting arenas, he now noted the first Gallantir deathmatch dome in week two, rising up some twenty stories and its surface covered with the usual highlight reel videos.

For now though, he traveled in a train of two and sometimes three buses. In the second bus with his trainer, Toshiro, and the media team who documented everything for all his fans back in Japan. Omega had a makeup artist, a wardrobe person, and both of them had their own ridiculous amounts of baggage in addition to assistants of their won.

In the first bus? His own assistant, Hiro, who was still having trouble with the idea that he was now a sex symbol in his own right, and his two unnecessary bodyguards. One was a huge Brazilian man with hardly any neck to speak of, and the other an ex Navy SEAL, but a scrawny little bastard who appeared more like a drowned rat than a deadly combat veteran.

And the women. The first bus was scattered with nearly two dozen women who were all vying for the top spot—behind Siya, or below her—although several of them had accepted they weren’t Omega’s well to drink from. Those ones had attached themselves to his bodyguard, his assistant, or his other girls. Siya had her own assistant, a best friend.

All were strewn around the tour bus, which was built for comfort and convenience, but felt crowded at times. Like now, with Siya in one of the comfy chairs but facing the large bed, chin on her hands, watching him as he drove another woman out of her mind with pleasure.

She was one of the ones who’d been picked up in Australia but who couldn’t keep up with him; a compact one with Asian heritage and a wonderful Aussie accent, who was literally trying to crawl away from Omega’s onslaught. She was half off the bed, with Omega behind her and railing her for all he was worth. She’d stopped screaming a few minutes ago and was just trying to hang on to sanity now: breaths coming in fast and shallow, eyes rolled back in her head and fluttering, legs spread just as wide as she could get them to try to accommodate Omega’s girth. On either side of the bed lay other nude women: one a statuesque blonde supermodel watching the action, and a stocky, ebony skinned beauty on the other side fast asleep.

“You’re going to break this one,” Siya told him.

“Don’t… care…” he grunted. Every time he shoved down in, he could feel himself crashing against some part of this one. He couldn’t get the mental image of her wide eyes, tears brimming, out of his mind.

“You going to breed her?” Siya asked in a sultry voice.

He leaned closer to the Australian girl with the Asian features, and shoved his full length all the way down into her. “You want… my bastard?”

She didn’t respond.

“Just… say… no,” he grunted, punctuating every word with a massive thrust, deeper than she could handle.

“Huh…” was all she managed. “Huh, huh, huh.” Clawing at the bus’s carpet, face contorted with pain, unable to get away, unable to speak.

“Australia,” he panted, “is mine.”

Omega pulled her in tight, locked eyes with Siya, and unleashed a torrent into the girl.


1- The Core Consciousness

Circa Day 92 (Exact Day Unknown)

Ash’s fingers flew over the neon blue and purple buttons and commands, upgrading this and stacking up units in the queue for that, selecting this group of units and commanding them to join the fray here, and then reorienting himself on the map so he could drop a nuclear warhead on a completely different area of the map.

His battlecruisers (Firestorm class) had squadrons of fighters (Spartan mechs) tied to them in such a way that the Spartans wouldn’t outstrip them with their superior speed. Also tied to the Firestorms were Seeker drones to detect hidden enemies. This honor guard would help make sure the much slower Firestorms would be protected on their sluggish way to the ultimate goal of the enemy stronghold.

His ground troops died by the droves. He threw fully upgraded marines and the Speeder units, along with fleets of Dragon heavy bombardment platforms. Those fuckers transformed into artillery pieces and hammered the enemy from range.

Reserves were tasked not to move without his specific command, but the time had arrived.

“This is it. We’re going all in. Get all the reserves moving,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Zirennia said, and tapped along next to him.

“I’m stacking the queues with speeders and marines,” he told her. “All of them go in dropships.”

“Sir,” she said, not looking at him. Instead her fingers flew over the control panel.

“We do this, you’re getting a hefty bonus afterwards,” he said.

“Yes sir,” she purred. He couldn’t look at her, not now, but he knew she was in a skintight pink, black and teal smart outfit, with temperature regulation, waste cycling, stimpack injectors, and periodic muscle stimulation. That way the lower gravity and hours spent at the consoles wouldn’t lead to fatigue or cramping. That said, he’d been here for the last thirty hours and he felt like his eyeballs were about to fall out of his skull. It also made Zirennia, already a sex pot, look irresistible. He couldn’t handle more than the periodic glimpses of her pert breasts or the perfect curve of her ass around to her long legs.

The enemy was the Assimilator Core Consciousness. The enemy had killed or assumed the faces of his units, and were trying to get at his artillery tanks so they could latch onto them and turn his punishing explosive power against him. In his periphery he noted a Seed drop out of the sky and slam into one of the transformed tanks.

It was the final challenge in Nova Corridor and he didn’t feel confident about their chances.

“Evie, we have another corrupted Dragon,” he said.

“Sir,” she said, and immediately turned the targeting of a nearby squad to attack their friendly unit before it could attack them instead. Next, she brought up another tank to fill in the gap and transformed it.

He couldn’t look at the short, compact little firebrand either. She had an identical suit on, and against her curly orange hair it seemed to pop even more. The little pulses of light along the seams between black, pink and teal were distracting to any man capable of sex. He had a job to do and blinked twice to reorient his view of the map.

“Come on,” he whispered. “Nuclear launch detected. Where is it?”

And he prayed the enemy hadn’t found his Specter hit squad. They took for fucking ever to first research, create, drop via dropship to the right position, and exploit the hole he’d created over in the enemy flank.

“We’ve got the dropships ready after—”

“We’re ready, commander,” Evie said.

The mini-map flashed red in about a dozen places where they were engaging the enemy, while the green blobs of his forces crawled northward from his bases. The ultimate goal, the Core Consciousness, lay in the very center of the top of the map, in a layered stronghold of the strongest units and strong walls you couldn’t create with the regular set of rules.

“How about the mobile barracks and machine shop?” he asked.

“Another minute,” Zirennia said.

Having the buildings fly closer to the enemy would mean he could spam more marines and Speeders to throw at the stronghold faster.

The Firestorms were taking too long. He could bring the Spartans in to pepper the enemy, but they wouldn’t do anything like the hails of missiles the Firestorms could employ. Another thirty marines and six Speeders met their end on the surface, and then several more marines that moved up to take their place.

“It’s taking too long,” he muttered through clenched teeth. “It’s—”

“We have multiple Seeds down at the base area,” Evie cried out.

Fuck.

He reoriented his map and saw that Seeds were taking over several of his workers and one of the Speeders. In a flash, he and Evie selected various untainted units and had them attack their friendly units.

“Nuclear launch detected,” a modulated voice said from within a breathing apparatus.

All three of them whooped in joy.

“Evie, stay here and recoup our people.” They weren’t in danger of running out of resources but he had no intention of having that happen at the worst possible moment. A well fed army was a happy and effective army. They needed their Hexene gas and there Fellendrene crystals or the end stage of this would collapse in an awful hurry.

“Sir,” she said, and threw some worker drones into the queue, then marines to kill anybody who ended up with Seeds.

In the meantime he and Zirennia shifted their attention to dropship groups one and two. He took hold of group one and moved them to the drop point.

“We have three Dragon tanks with Seeds,” Evie said.

“Handle it,” he barked, and hated the way she flinched.

The nuke went off with a flash, and they would’ve cheered again, except this was only a breach and their real job was far from finished. In a flash, all the walls and defenses in the area evaporated, though some of the larger buildings survived. All the defending units simply vanished in a ball of nuclear fire. Assimilator units started pouring into the vacuum a moment later.

A second later, the dropships darted in and, amid the heavy fire, dropped off marines, then Speeders, then several of the Dragons in tank form, already transforming.

“Come on, come on,” he urged. The marines were getting cut to pieces almost before they could deal any damage.

Finally, the first and second of the Dragons finished their transformation and began pummeling the opposing troops.

“Zirennia!” he yelled. Her group of dropships hadn’t come in as quickly, and she was only unloading her marines now.

It wasn’t enough. The first tank’s armor quickly depleted and it exploded.

“Commander?” Evie asked.

“What?”

“We have a Seeded Firestorm,” she whispered.

He roared in fury and redirected his attention to the fleet of battlecruisers, seeing what she was looking at. Hating what he was about to do, he selected all the Specters and had them target the battlecruiser. It took an agonizingly long time to destroy his own ship.

“Can we not destroy the Seed Cannons?” Evie asked.

“The ones that are literally protected by an onion’s worth of defensive layers?” Even if you were playing Assimilators you couldn’t make Seed Cannons in the actual game. They were only for this end stage battle.

“Zirennia?” he asked.

“I’m… trying…” she said, tapping furiously at the console. “We lost half of the dropship squads already.”

It wasn’t going to work. He returned attention to the small group of Specters he had stashed in the corner of the map. He brought one of them in near the dropship squads, then tried to turn its camouflage on and get it into position for another nuclear launch. He had a second silo with missile ready, and told Evie to re-arm the original silo while he worked. She gave him the affirmative.

His Specter ended up splattered by an artillery blast from the enemy, and he cursed.

“It’s… not…”

The remaining Firestorms were in position. He zipped over to the other side of the map and began issuing orders one by one t employ the cluster rockets. By selecting his targets carefully and destroying the detection and anti-air systems, he could have the Spartans go into mech mode, and wreck havoc in the base. With the main assault bogged down and the dropship squads being ripped apart, this was his last shot at victory.

“Come on,” he breathed, watching the missile pods on the Firestorms slowly rotate and lock on target. “Come on come on.”

They blasted forth, taking out guard towers and the large floating eyes from long enough range that none of them could start firing anti-air defenses. Eye after eye and tower after tower exploded in quick succession, giving him the go ahead to throw Spartans at the problem. With the ability to fly in and transform into devastating mechs, he sent them all in behind the enemy lines after the Seed Cannons, and ultimately the Core Consciousness. In the meantime he blanketed the area with his Seeker drone powers, a small area disruption field that locked units in place. That way none of their air defenses or mobile detection units could get over here.

All the enemy’s forces began to withdraw back to the Core Consciousness, though most of them were bogged down. With so many ground units, they simply couldn’t move past the areas were he’d frozen troop movement. Ash’s face was practically a rictus, leering down at the screen. Their numbers were working against them.

One by one the Seed Cannon armor and health bars dropped, slowly, and finally to zero, whereupon they exploded. Some of the Spartans ended up Seeded, but by now it didn’t matter. They would continue firing on the enemy until the Seed process finished taking them over. By then, it would be over.

The Firestorms had just finished their reloading phase and were ready for another missile cluster when the Core Consciousness began losing health.

“Okay!” he shouted.

All the enemy units went berserk.

They tore apart the remainder of the dropship squads in moments and would’ve gotten all of his Specters, but he quickly camouflaged several. The Assimilators surged forward, with bonus health and armor, chewing through marines, Speeders, and soon they got their claws on his artillery pieces too. Even the air units flew faster and hit harder, slamming into the Firestorms loading up vast amounts of missiles to blast the Consciousness. Soon the mass of green units on the mini-map no longer covered the area around the top portion, turning the great smile of a crescent of forces into a smattering of dots.

“Fuck,” Zirennia said quietly, watching the devastation unfold.

“Stay on target,” he said. “Keep the Seekers immobilizing areas around the Firestorms. Keep those Spartans off enemy units and on the prize.” Spartans were notorious for getting aggro’d out away from safety unless you were watching, and then they were easy to pick off one by one.

“Sir!”

He also did his best to keep the queues filled in the event of them failing to destroy the Consciousness now.

One salvo of rockets hit the huge sphere, then another. Two of his Firestorms got their payloads off just moments before having kamikaze units crash into them and pull them out of the skies. Though it had an overwhelming amount of armor and hit points, each blast took off a significant chunk, while the Specters continued to pelt away one sliver of damage at a time.

He’d been wrong; they were going to do it.

Finally, the thing crumpled inwards and exploded. The screens all jumped to a cut scene of the commanders of the Firestorms shouting in triumph and congratulating him as their commander.

Unlike the typical Nova Corridor game, the Firestorm admirals didn’t all have the same arrogant manner or Russian accent. He saw some Asian, some darker-skinned, and some European admirals all patching into the feed, smiling, jumping around, raising glasses, and all of them toasting his success.

Their success.

“Now,” the tiny woman said from over near Ash’s left hand. “Now, we have to move now.”

Ash turned to Zirennia. “You ready for this?”

She blushed and seemed to grow somehow even more adorable than before. The neon pink and teal on black hugging her every curve did that, including her neck. He definitely enjoyed the swishing brown ponytail and the way her eyes went huge with the knowledge of what they were about to do. “I… guess so?”

***

Four Days Prior

Ash did not like what he was hearing. “You’re telling me I have to go back into the vacuum of space, command the building of entire civilizations, do combat against an enemy of incredible difficulty, win, and only then I can do the thing I super don’t want to do?”

The tiny woman stared up at him from the softball-sized glass sphere. “I’m unable to do anything from inside here,” she said. “It’s a magic-nullifying sphere. And even if I did get out, all my best cards and abilities were used up trying to save your world from complete annihilation and harvesting. Meaning you’re just going to have to follow my directions.”

He wasn’t thrilled with the sass he was receiving, but he did have to admit she probably wasn’t in a good mood, having been through hell while several inches tall.

“In order to save the world,” she told him, “The Systerium needs to be united.” The disparate systems on this world needed to be defeated and transformed into a single overarching system. Only then would the Systerium be healthy enough for anyone on earth to handle the Esotericum.

The Esotericum, by the way, aside from having a stupid name, was the all-powerful consortium of wizards and warlocks in charge of making sure eldritch horrors from beyond comprehension didn’t destroy all of known reality.

And then he’d gone on that journey of telling her fuck no, he didn’t want the job of world savior, then grimly staring at her while she stared back impassively, for what felt like hours. Afterwards, he asked what exactly it would take to save the goddamn world, and what were the chances of doing so, and was pleased to discover it involved having sex with women.

An achievement flashed up on screen: Unifier of the Galaxy. So at some level he was already doing the job he’d tried not to take.

It wasn’t that he was averse to responsibility, see. Ash was now responsible for the lives and livelihoods of eight different women now. His original girlfriend, Ashley, had for some reason been okay with him tacking on Evie the Artificer, Mizu and Netsu the warrior twins out of what used to be Japan, Zirennia, who had once been named Heather, Rachel, the catgirl Rogue, Aria the goblin grandmother and ship’s cook, and finally Tinniel, the fey Ranger. He was handling the transition between cowed-boyfriend-slash-sex-toy and now harem owner, and in his estimation wasn’t doing the worst job of things. None of them had been killed, except for that one time, and he’d brought them all back to life.

On top of that, he’d been responsible for rescuing his best friend, best friends wife, and their toddler, then after realizing they weren’t going to be part of his adventuring life, had resettled them near where his parents now lived in a floating retirement city. With the help of his harem ladies, he’d been responsible for giving the city lord a whole mountain of money, and helping the city get the upgrades it needed to stand on its own two floaty feet.

He could be responsible; he just didn’t know if he was up to the whole world. It felt like the whole world should be somebody else’s deal.

That was, until she explained that there were basically seven zones, and uniting them would mean conquering them, then ‘taking the maiden at the pinnacle’ for himself.

Which sounded nice and all… and he already had a maiden from three different systems. Did that mean he was already nearly halfway there? Not exactly. He still needed to head back into Nova Corridor and defeat the Core Consciousness, followed by heading to CivPunk and defeating the Coalition.

But for now, he turned to Zirennia. “It’s time.”


2- Map Expansion

Ash squinted down at Kayle Jai.

“Are you sure this is the way?” he asked the little woman in the glass ball.

She nodded. “The energy coming out of the Core Consciousness… you can feel it?” When he indicated yes, he could, she went on. “The achievement you just won, you need to turn it into energy.”

“What?”

She grimaced at his hesitance. “You told me you already did this.”

“I… it was a special set of circumstances.”

By channeling a bunch of Faith points and Devotion points, he’d created the spork, which anchored him as himself in this world, where everyone else slowly lost who they were, and reverted to whatever player or NPC persona they’d adopted. Shopkeepers forgot they were insurance salesmen or waitresses forgot they were just college coeds, and retirees like his parents forgot they were retirees, and instead embraced their new youthful bodies, and became elf woodworkers.

“Channel the energy into your maiden,” she said. “She needs all of it.”

Okay, first he had to grab the achievement and crush it. He imagined reaching up to his computer screen and plucking an achievement right off there, like one of those internet magic trick videos. He reached out and tried to literally grab the little square with the stars combined on a flag with the image of a planet… and felt his fingers come into contact with something thin and sharp.

“Holy shit,” he muttered, and took damage from trying to pull it away. That turned his awe into annoyance. The thing didn’t want to come. It was also basically two dimensional, so it was easy to cut himself on it.

“What are you doing?” Evie asked.

“I have no idea,” he muttered, and chuckled. “Head back with Ashley, pretty please.”

Her mouth opened like she was going to protest, but he flicked the damn thing and felt it crunch like a thin piece of glass. A burst of power exploded out of it, which sent Evie running.

“That shouldn’t have been so easy,” the woman in the glass ball commented wryly.

“Sorry,” he said.

“No I’m the one who should be saying sorry,” she said. “Your world is a hair’s breadth away from being completely obliterated.”

“Um… that’s not reassuring.”

“I thought I did a better job of it than that.” She shrugged. “This energy is the core Systerium workings, and it only comes out when you defeat the boss monster or pinnacle challenge.”

It surged into him and made him an absolute god. One second he was your average shredded military badass with a non-regulation haircut, and the next he could see the inner workings of eternity. There were colors he couldn’t describe if he wanted, sounds imperceptible to ordinary humans, sharper and more distinct smells than he’d ever smelled, and brand new flavors in his mouth. Not only that, but he had the brainpower right now to understand what all of it was. His muscles had swelled just like his consciousness and cosmic understanding. He understood math like he’d never been able to in school, and that was just a portion of his mind.

Not that he could explain any of this; the power was overwhelming. It had filled every part of him, from the tips of his toes to his hair, and his cock was not immune to this. He was harder than he had ever been in his life, and his nuts felt so full of life he could sire a thousand children just by looking at any woman nearby.

Distantly, he heard shouting.

“Ash?”

It was a struggle to make himself speak, amazingly enough, but he managed after pushing away the meaning of life, the universe, and everything else.

“You need to focus your will! Like we talked about.”

Zirennia was in front of him then: the voyeur who’d watched his girlfriend fuck his second girlfriend, tall and busty with mousy brown hair and her large glasses over a button nose. Wearing a suit so tight it showed the outlines of her nipples, and left little to the imagination below.

“We did it!” She was jumping around in a circle, holding his hands, and causing those luscious breasts to bounce up and down, invitingly.

That did it: he used the power to vaporize her clothing, and spared the rest of her. She gasped all the same, even though she hadn’t been hurt in the slightest.

“Oh,” she said, and grinned at him.

Zirennia changed forms as soon as he brought her back into this game world, back into the human version of herself: gorgeous, with hazel eyes and luxurious, long hair. He too had changed, back into his human self, only better. Gone was the beer gut, the shadow of a second chin. With the fat melted away, he had noticed nice muscles under there, but in the last three months they’d swelled and defined themselves better than anything he’d had in his life, even while wrestling in high school. Now he could pick up Zirennia around the waist and twirl her around with ease, completely in the buff, ignoring the control room that had since fallen silent.

He grinned at her. From deep within him, he had the brimming power of possibility, along with an adoring woman in his arms.

“I want you,” he told her in a husky tone.

Her smile grew, and when she began to blush, her eyelids drooped. Lust had grabbed hold of her, and he knew this because he could smell it. He could feel it radiating off her in waves, hear her heartbeat speed up and… he knew that she was ovulating. He knew it like his own name.

In another flash of power he banished his clothing as well. She wrapped her legs around him, and with a hand cupped under each butt cheek, he held her up without difficulty. From here, she smiled down at him, and began kissing him.

“That’s right,” a voice said. He’d forgotten about the blue mage, Kayle. She was watching intently, one hand pressed against the glass while the other dug down beneath her clothes and reached the juncture between her legs.

“You have to use that power,” she moaned, and Ash didn’t hesitate. He kissed Zirennia back, loving the feel of her breasts pressed against his chest, her legs wrapped around his waist, and the occasional bump of his lower head against her promised land.

All it took in this empowered state was to flex himself and slowly lower her, and their union began. She was tight, but pliant, and soon his head surged beyond her opening. The pleasure was immense.

Zirennia and Kayle both sighed at the sight and the feel of it. “Oh I missed that,” Zirennia mumbled into his mouth.

“Now,” he muttered, and snapped his fingers.

Immediately, all around the room, images began to appear on the screens: one of Zirennia in her Coalition uniform half on, while Ash fingered her, and they watched Evie fisting his girlfriend, one of Zirennia under the desk sucking his cock while he spoke with Netsu, one of Zirennia watching him with Evie and Ashley. He put up other images, too, that she hadn’t been on hand to see: him having sex with the stocky little sex pot Mylindria, two of his clones fucking Rachel at the same time, and another of his clones between Tinniel the fey’s legs, lapping up her juices, the first time he’d gotten orc Ashley down on her knees to suck him off.

Her voice trembled with the overwhelming onslaught of video imagery absolutely everywhere around her. “Ohhh Ash…”

He grinned and released some of her weight, and impaled more of her on his monster cock. On one screen, he was paddling Netsu’s ass while Zirennia hid beneath the desk. On another, he was mounting her from behind while Ashley came for the zillionth time.

Her pussy welcomed him in and she squeaked in a wavering voice when he bottomed out.

“Go on,” Kayle told him. “Complete the act.”

She’d been sketchy on the details when he’d pressed, but it didn’t matter now. Clarity or not, he was going to drive Zirennia crazy.

He set her down on the map table, which was flat and warm from the holographic projector, and gave her long slow strokes while she watched him fuck all the rest of them. One screen showed the sex he’d had with Ariella the lizard folk, another one she’d never met, while Kirith the angelus was forced to watch. Another screen showed him taking Mizu and Netsu in the huge orgy before the cult had come crashing down.

She gripped the edge of the table and pulled herself back into him, while he held onto her thighs and hips, grinning down at her bouncing breasts and shocked face.

One long moan later, and she started to climax. She tensed around him, clamping down on his full length, then working her muscles over him as she came and came.

“Can I…”

“Of course,” he said.

“Behind me,” she half-asked, half-said.

He gave her a few seconds to rest before they switched positions, and she got up on her hands and knees to take him from behind. She didn’t bother to see if he was going to do it, but instead kept her eyes firmly fixed on the different replays going on: him transformed into a tentacle monster and violating Rachel from every angle possible, him making Mizu orgasm and orgasm until her watery form simply collapsed in a sort of full body orgasm he’d never seen anyone else accomplish yet.

While he thrust into her welcoming pussy over and over, the power from the achievement, and from the Core Consciousness, continued to fill him. It put him into overdrive, causing him to swell up larger than ever before, causing him to feel pleasure like he’d never experienced, and causing his mind to go blank.

How many minutes later was it? Ten? Thirty? Zirennia now lay on her side, still watching, while he had a hold of one leg and drove into her with powerful strokes. She was crying out loudly, telling him she was about to climax yet again, she was… and then she did.

He had sex with her standing up, with her trying and failing to keep herself up on the table. In both positions he got his hands on her nipples. First when she had her back against his chest, and he could pinch, pull, and roll them, and listen to her respond to each. She liked to have them twisted a bit, it seemed. When she couldn’t hold herself up any longer, and could barely keep her head up to see the screens, he kept hold of those long, thick nipples and loved the way her boobs shook forward with each pounding thrust.

Finally, several of the screens showed him cry out and dump his loads, which caused her another powerful orgasm.

The vast power of the Core surged, and with it his control lapsed. He couldn’t handle more, and with a final yell, came for all he was worth.

You have initiated systemic synthesis. Do you wish to continue? Y/N

Ash mentally tapped Yes.

When his vision cleared, and he realized she wasn’t there any longer, he shot to his feet and peered around.

“What the… what happened?”

Where Zirennia had been, there now floated a large crystal, a diamond shape with facets of teal and pink.

“What is that? Where’d she go?”

“You didn’t think you were going to get out of this without some kind of sacrifice, did you?” Kayle asked, honestly seeming confused. He no longer had the entire power of the game’s Core.

“What does that mean?” But he suspected he knew now.

In the center of the crystal, perhaps half a meter in length, deep inside the crystal’s center, the figure of a woman stood there, blurry and indistinct.

“What the actual fuck?” he cried, and spun to face the tiny blue mage in her prison. “What happened?”

“We bound up the entire Core of the other system inside that crystal,” she explained. “It had to happen, so the system you’re familiar with could expand out into this territory. It’s large, too, encompassing some thousand miles plus up north and down south, and thousands of miles out to the west, to a place… a many-islands place.”

“What? No, hang on, that doesn’t matter. What happens to Zirennia now?”

“She will be released once you unify the world under one system.”

Holy fuck. He really had just taken the first step towards saving the world. His heart raced at the thought, and he felt his skin go clammy and cold as the implications began to sink in.

He cast a sideways glance at the tiny blue mage. He had always assumed she was on his side, that she’d saved his life at the start of it all, and he realized that was a foolish assumption. She had motivations he didn’t yet understand, and had purposefully kept the knowledge of this crystal thing out of his reach. The why of it mattered, but more importantly, he realized he couldn’t trust her. Not until she proved herself worthy of that trust.

She wanted out of her magic prison, and he wasn’t about to grant her that wish. Not after what she’d done.

“Okay,” he said, after a deep, steadying breath. “So… we extend out to Hawaii now?”

“I don’t believe so,” she said. “I did extract a vast quantity of earth knowledge when I went to save this place, to attempt to at least salvage some of your lore, history, and culture in the event of the world’s destruction, but correlating the past map with the present is not such a simple task. Perhaps we can reorient your map of the system to give us a clearer picture, given your knowledge.”

“I don’t have…” He did though. He had a map of the world as it now was, with a huge chunk of the United States, Canada and Mexico under the sway of the Spellcraft MMORPG system, with its weird card system embedded in it from Gemheart, the CCG he’d played in paper and then app form. He had never seen this before, and was surprised to find how well it mapped to the world as he knew it. Most cities were now still cities. Towns might be forts or frontier settlements, but some of them had been swallowed up by huge swamps and were now ruins, or were dungeons. The entire greater Chicago area was an endless wetland with a vampire-run city in its center; he would know the icon for vampire anywhere.

“Do not seem so surprised,” Kayle said, when he told her this. “Even this system you found yourself in has its ladder to climb and bosses to defeat before you can claim to be its master.”

He nodded. He was an Expert in his two classes, but that was far from the godlike power you could eventually get to in Spellcraft.

The map, as he continued to peruse it, now contained the entirety of the Pacific Ocean: Hawaii, some half of Oceania, and then all of what used to be Japan, and Korea.

“Hm,” he said. The Koreans had been nuts for Nova Corridor. They’d had their own league of champions when it was clear no one could touch them in terms of game mastery. Who told him they had their own dedicated Nova Corridor channel? And that they barely touched the sequel to the game, but preferred the original?

It didn’t matter. Out east, it ran into the CivPunk game system, but a large swath of the country, all the way out to the Great Lakes, was now Spellcraft/Gemheart. CivPunk took over not far from here and controlled whatever still lay in blackness out east. He couldn’t see past Chicago, where it had become the Spellcraft expansion they’d called Nevermoore. Perhaps CivPunk wasn’t that large after all, and only controlled a section of the former US, and something else had the eastern seaboard.

“That’s enormous.”

Kayle remained silent. Maybe she’d been to other worlds that were far bigger than this one and didn’t want to ruin his moment of awe. He chuckled to himself. Other worlds. Crimanitely. This suddenly seemed far too big for him.

The vast majority of the Spellcraft world was shrouded in the fog of war, but at its very edges it simply went black. That would theoretically change once he took control of CivPunk… and locked a maiden there into a crystal.

His thoughts, and his heart, immediately went to Mylindria. She was the maiden of CivPunk. Ariella didn’t count, though he hoped for Kayle’s sake the guard captain Tellessa would suffice instead. He was not locking Mylindria into a fucking crystal.


3- Ship Shape

He had the supreme displeasure of informing the other girls about Zirennia’s new… housing situation, when he emerged from the dungeon that had been the control room of a command center. It now sported dressed stone passageways, guttering torches, and corpses long since mouldering in the tunnels. It was odd seeing something go from intense sci-fi in the far future, with interstellar flight, to watching giant rats scurry away from where they were eating corpses, and a glowing slime reaching a tentative pseudopod out toward them in passing.

If there was one good thing about Zirennia’s new home, it was that it floated effortlessly behind him, and stayed hanging in the air wherever he placed it. He was reticent to try and put it in his inventory, though a new screen on his character sheet showed her gem there, along with six more gem-shaped slots where the others would eventually need to go.

“I had no idea this was going to happen,” he told a somber pack of ladies, sans Aria and Ashley. They were currently preparing the celebrations, though he wouldn’t know about the party until after reaching the ship.

“Can we get her out?” Evie asked.

He nodded, and regurgitated the words Kayle had told him. “She’ll be released when this is all over and we have unified the whole planet under one system.”

“How many more do we have to do?” Mizu asked.

“Also who’s going in the crystal from this system?” Netsu asked.

The two shared an unfriendly look.

“Don’t,” he said. To Mizu, he said, “Six more. And to answer your question, nobody. We can save this system for last.”

For the last thirty days the two had played an awkward game of ‘let’s not fuck things up’ where Mizu and Netsu had tacitly agreed to play nice while he forged ahead in Nova Corridor, with the intent of defeating the Core Consciousness. They’d come close to fighting with one another on multiple occasions, though Rachel usually took over by that point.

“I’ll do it,” Rachel said. The felinian was freshly dressed in her skintight leather Rogue gear, gleaming black and tiny bits of silver where entirely too many belts held pouches full of her Rogue gear. They didn’t cover any of her feminine assets, which were perfectly shaped. His gaze lingered on her body, and when it shifted downwards her legs parted, and she thrust her hips forward to give him a view of what she was offering.

“You just want to have amazing sex with Ash,” Evie said. “You can have that without becoming trapped in a crystal, you know?”

“I know,” Rachel replied. “I’m just… okay with whatever Master needs.”

Evie looked ready to say something snarky when Tinniel hovered over on brown and orange moth wings and hugged him, face buried in his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I know you two were close.”

He stared off into the distance. All of this had been interplanetary space not ten minutes ago. They’d been on a space station overlooking the final planetary assault on the Assimilator homeworld, which as far as he understood was over Portland Oregon. He thought there was a joke to be made there, but Portland hadn’t existed for well over three months now.

It had been a lot of difficult battles to get there, in any event. Now it was rolling green and gold hilltops with waist high grass and grains over a lot of it, waving in that hypnotic way that middle America used to. Hanging overhead were large chunks of floating rock with lazy drakes perched atop them.

The other girls came forward and hugged him too. Mizu and Netsu didn’t seem to mind touching one another, for once. He took a deep breath and tried to enjoy the feeling of these beautiful women giving him the consolation he needed. Putting aside the frustration and feeling of betrayal over what the blue mage had done wasn’t easy to push past. The softness and reassurance coming off these six helped… a lot.

He kissed each of them in turn, Evie and Rachel, then Tinniel. He then, because for some reason it was important, made sure to take Mizu’s face in his hands and kiss her before he leaned forward and kissed the top of Netsu’s head.

They all tried to stay in contact with him as they made their way to where the ship now hovered a good few meters above the ground. Glowing light off the repulsers turned the grass blue and purple.

Ashley and Aria had put together a congratulatory party on the deck of the Wind Runner while he was away. They had hung bunting from the yardarms, and ribbon-like streamers at either end, which caught the wind and were fluttering. Twin ribbons had been wound up both masts. Even the deck guns now sported those fluff ball bunting things that looked like a first place ribbon had gotten a brightly colored afro.

A study of the skyship was warranted here: she had changed in the last month plus, what with him being gone and the girls running around trying to flog demons to death everywhere they spawned. Wind Runner still had the same cobalt blue paint job over her hull, the same bronze repulsers sticking off the bottom full of vials of glowing magical stuff that kept her in the air. She had the same gold trim over various different accented parts: the railing knobs, along the very edge of the deck, where deck met hull, and around the windows.

Something was different now. The ship had already increased in size when he’d asked her to, elongating and expanding to accommodate the swelling crew of women he was constantly in bed with, but now the changes were more subtle than doubling in size, sprouting a second mast and materializing deck guns. But it was a different different than that.

“What…” he mused, and tried to spot it.

Bits of curled filigree in spiral and floral patterns in gold dominated the aft castle, that was it. The sails… might be made of a better cloth. No, they definitely were made of different cloth.

“What happened to the sails?” he asked Evie quietly. “What’s been going on with my ship that nobody’s been telling me about?”

“Hm? Oh, you mean the upgrades?” she asked. “I thought you knew.”

He blinked at her, which caused her to laugh.

“Oh, you’re going to love this. Bring up the ship’s specs and go to upgrades. You’ll see exactly what I mean.”

The ship… had specs. Of course it did. He concentrated, and when his character sheet appeared, behind it was a tab for Wind Runner. The ship had nearly identical stats as he did.

Wind Runner

Skyship, frillate type, two-masted

*This skyship was originally sold by Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Sky Ships and Ground Vehicles, greater west Feenix area

Good: 184/200

Reputation: 4

Special Abilities:

Cut Power- The ship has a command that enables it to cut all power to the repulsers and go dark, both magically and visually. While in flight, lateral sails may be deployed to mitigate loss of altitude. Boosts Sly versus magic detection by one rank (Master level 1), and two ranks versus visual detection (Grandmaster level 1) at night.

Well-provisioned- The ship’s galley is connected via an extra-dimensional space to a kitchen, pantry, larder and cellar on the mainland. This extra-dimensional space requires the stocking and goodwill of the owner. So long as the food exists in the mainland space, it can be accessed aboard this ship.

Cooking Timer- The ship’s galley allows for a minor expansion of time for meal preparation purposes. This effect is obtained by collecting the time contained in the interior of mountains or deep undersea trenches. Permission obtained and periodic audits by the Time Monks.

Attributes:

Attuned (special attacks or abilities)- (Amateur level 2)

Charming (decor)- (Expert level 3)

Clever (maneuverability)- (Journeyman level 7)

Fierce (guns)- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Amateur level 5)

Quick (sails)- (Expert level 1)

Sly (draft)- (Expert level 1)

Tough (hull integrity)- (Journeyman level 3)

Skills:

Skills are dependent on the applicable crew currently manning the ship’s stations. Presently the Wind Runner is grounded, meaning skills do not currently apply.

“Huh,” he said, looking over the specs. Could he ‘man’ the ship’s Lucky attribute and boost it by his Grandmaster level 1 skill? Could the ship make use of his Luck Be A Lady boon? Lucky and linked skill Diamonds had always been mysteriously absent of explanation. Other skills made sense: with Swords, you were testing your skill with the friggin sword. Obvious. Others were a little less obvious: with Spades, it was manual labor type activities, like you’d do with a spade. And others were just made up: like with Staves, which governed how much you understood by studying something.

“Upgrades,” Evie repeated.

He pressed on the button to View Upgrades and suddenly the ship’s character sheet vanished. In its place, a whole series of boxes appeared, attached to different parts of the ships.

The box attached to the sails read:

Silk Sails, Expert level 1. Upgrade to Lightweight Silk Blend, Expert level 3: 3,000 coin.

And next to all the new filigree on the aft castle, it read:

Luxurious Custom Decor, Expert level 3. Upgrade to Freshly-painted Luxurious Custom Decor, Expert level 5: 6,000 coin.

Of course, there were now upgrades for the repulsers to bring the Quick attribute up, upgrades for the hull planking and armoring, upgrades for the deck guns for power and range, upgrades for the ship’s wheel for maneuverability, and upgrades for smuggling compartments in case one needed to hide oneself when one was subject to a tractor beam and searched while on board the Death Star. On the list not far down was streamlining the hull, to cut down on wind resistance and the ship’s profile… and then a big long list of even more special abilities were available for sale.

A special ability for punching power into the repulsers to rocket off the ground in an awful hurry. A special ability for having a wind elemental tied to the ship, which could be used once a day to blast wind into the sails for a burst of speed. A special ability for overpowered guns the enemy wouldn’t see coming at first. A special ability for a pocket of extra dimensional space to aid in cargo runs. And the list went on.

“What the shit is all this?” he asked. “This wasn’t here when I left to go settle Lucifer and Jezebel and my parents in the city.”

“It was when we expanded the ship again,” Evie said, and grimaced. “You’re not mad, are you?”

“I didn’t notice a ship expansion.” Except he had, kind of. The ship looked different after almost two weeks away, sleeker and shinier, but he thought it was his imagination and that he was unfamiliar with it, because he’d been doing so much, and sometimes you came home after a two week trip and your house didn’t look like your house.

He’d been so wrapped up in finding them safe and healthy and not all gobbled up by a timeless, Cyclopean, demonic entity that he had overlooked the comfortable, more spacious quarters, the roomier feel of the cargo bay, the more dangerous look of the guns. He’d just had too many other things on his mind to bother asking why the ship looked just like he’d left it, but… more.

He froze. “Hang on a second.”

Evie tensed up. “Shit.”

“How much money have you all been pouring into the ship?”

She pressed her index fingers together and laughed in the fakest, cutest way possible, unable to look him in the eye. “About that…”

“How much?”

“Well, here’s the thing. We had several towns see us as saviors, and, ahem, well, Ashley started using the Good Reputation to tell them that we weren’t a free operation.”

He hunkered down and looked his little orange-haired miscreant in the eye. “We caused all those people to become tainted by He Who Slumbers.”

She continued her super awkward laugh. “Right, well, see, they didn’t know that. And Ashley’s goddess doesn’t mind if she lies. Since we’re doing the good work of her lady, she doesn’t really mind if we take money from the people.”

“You… you…” He couldn’t think of the correct word. ‘Scoundrels’ seemed like a good one.

“I’m sorry!” she gushed. “I tried to stop them.”

“You did not. Stop that lying.” Hearts (Sly) told him she was trying to bullshit him. He laughed. “I mean, why am I complaining? From the looks of it, you got thousands of coins and use every single one of them to enhance the ship.”

“Yeeeeaaaahhhh,” she said. “That’s definitely what happened.”

“Jesus,” he breathed. She was lying again.

She clasped her hands before her like she was praying to him. “Ash it’s not our fault! Those Reputation things really work. They showered us in coins. It’s a lot of money, and they wouldn’t take no for an answer, and anyway, it’s… we… everybody wanted to show you how impressive the ship is now.”

“It’s amazing,” he said.

“Netsu worked on the speed and the handling. She wanted us to get there faster.” Yep. Netsu was the impulsive go-getter who wanted things done now.

“I bought the special ability since we didn’t have one. I mean I bought the first one, and Aria got the galley ones. And Mizu got all the armor and weapons upgrades.”

“Ashley?”

“She uh… she thought it was fun to get lucky.” She glanced up and away from her shoes to finally glimpse his expression. “There are so many lucky charms on the ship now, you can’t even imagine. Like herbs hanging above all the doorways, some prayer papers tacked up at the top of every window, and the horseshoes. I can’t believe how many fucking horseshoes there are. Fuckety fuck, Ash, I hope all the coin on those luck upgrades were worth it. There’s a metric shit ton of iron, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you saw it poking out of her ass. That shit’s everywhere.”

There. He could always tell Evie was feeling more herself when the expletives started coming out in a stream.

“It’s all right,” he said. “The ship needs to be stronger.” It was a relief, actually, that they’d done so much while he was away. So they’d fleeced these towns that had become infected by demonic evil because of him. So what? They had done the right thing in ridding the towns of that same demonic influence afterwards, like mopping up after you’ve spilled something, rather than just yelling ‘cleanup on aisle 5!’ A guy and his harem couldn’t be expected to save the world with a shoddy skyship, now could they?

This mostly assuaged his guilt, but only mostly.

The smells coming off the catering table told him Aria was definitely responsible for most of the party, as Ashley still had no earthly clue how to cook. The curvaceous little goblin with the brilliant smile and the forest green hair had whipped up some of Grandma’s best recipes.

He bent and muttered in her wide ear. “Hey Grandma, this smells amazing.”

She swatted him on the arm, but was giving him an indulgent look. “I told you not to call me that, sonny jim.”

“I can’t resist it, you silver fox.” She had the body of someone much younger, which had happened to a lot of folks in the apocalypse. He went on, grinning at her. “Now, what’ve you got for us?”

She proceeded to go through the names and preparation of all the food, making it very clear she was indeed over fifty years old. Finally, she pinched him on the arm, then the side, and finally the butt when she realized he was listening with a gigantic grin plastered on his face. “You did that on purpose.”

“I promise I only teased you in my mind and not out loud,” he replied.

“You’ll owe me one,” she said, and got that look in her eye that told him the ‘one’ he owed her was sexual, and probably a lot more than one if they were counting orgasms.

The ‘party’ was mostly an excuse for them to eat way more than they should, and get drunk. Aria hadn’t just cooked a stew and added crusty bread, she’d made little quiches with spinach and cheese, baked bread and put slices of meat and cheese inside, with vegetables, steamed seafood, and when that wasn’t enough, she baked.

Cookies. Lemon tarts. Cherry crumble.

“How did you do all this?” he asked around a mouthful of everything at once.

“I bought the upgrade for it,” she told him proudly. Apparently, now in the kitchen, there was a time distortion field that allowed for twice as much kitchen-related activities. Not only that, but the kitchen stocked itself through mana collection, so as the ship accumulated mana, it would produce a stock of foods based on her preferences. “I’m saving up for the extra storage space in the dimensional thinger-doer, so I can keep more food there.”

“Ash!” Evie slurred from the bow of the ship. The nellwyn had a regular sized pint glass, which was almost as big around as her thigh. She had also unbuttoned her shirt completely “Wuss neggzt eh? You gotta tell us.”

They were going back to the floating city where his parents lived. He grinned. “First we’re going to Hawaii, and then… we’re going to save the world.”


4- Void Ancestry and Other Rewards

The girls all headed off together to discuss the xp they’d gained and what cards and coins they now had. They ended up talking about pooling cash to afford faster sails or better weapons, until Aria piped up that she could use more access to better and better food storage, and they all started going ‘Ayyyy’ and slapping her good-naturedly about the head and shoulders.

Ash had gained a special something for his successful expansion of the system he’d started in. Not only did Harem Laird award him experience for having sex, which was awesome, but he had since grown in abilities. With his Diamonds at Grandmaster level 1 and requiring 100,000 xp to level just to Grandmaster level 2, he was quite sure he could upgrade Harem Laird from ultra rare to its hyper rare version. He was sure he’d meet the requirements.

So he’d copied it, melded the two together, and the resulting card was even more impressive than he’d figured.

Master of Haremonies

Hyper Rare, Special Ability

You gain free experience for class, skills, and attributes based on relationships you cultivate and sexual experiences you have. This is increased based on your level of success in raising Relationship status and experiences gained.

When you make advances on or have sex with a partner, you gain reward cards added directly to your inventory. You may gain rewards based on your partner’s class as well, added directly to your inventory.

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

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

Active ability: You may broadcast sensations you are presently feeling to willing participants once per day. The number of participants is equal to your rank in Lucky (i.e. Expert is rank 4). This costs extremely high mana and extremely high stamina.

Requirements:

*Bard, Sorcerer or barbarian class level Master level 5 or higher.

*Lucky at Master level 5 or higher, and Diamonds skill at Master level 10 or higher.

After initially being floored at the cost, he quickly assessed his xp reserves and found them adequate for the task… barely. He already had Diamonds at Grandmaster level 1 from the end of his escapades with Mylindria and CivPunk. It was then a matter of leveling Sorcerer to Master level 5, and immediately throwing his attribute levels at Lucky.

In the month since leaving Boulederia and returning to the girls, they had adventured together, and had a lot of tumbles all over the ship. Once flying on wings that only manifested when he was with Tinniel. And once hanging from the ship in a way that wasn’t nearly as fun as it sounded. At Kayle Jai’s insistence, he stopped worrying about the levels of the girls and just went crazy with the level ups each time he got xp. It was a much more economical way to gain attribute and skill levels, since he was getting two of the former and three of the latter on each class level. It was honestly kind of bonkers, for the first couple of seconds. Once he started spending level up points, he realized he wasn’t going to be able to generalize any longer.

Rather than try and generalize with his skills, he simply threw all of them into Diamonds. Fuck it. He had to know how high the scale went. He was in for a penny, and he might as well be in for a metric fuckton.

Turned out he was able to spend them all. He ended up at level 37 of Grandmaster, which for a moment amazed him. His mouth actually dropped open, and he went, “Wuh,” without realizing he’d spoken. Expert had 10 levels to it, and Master had 25, so… did it jump to 50 levels of Grandmaster? Or 100, a nice round number?

One thing was sure: grabbing between 10,000 and 25,000 xp from having sex was no longer going serve him as it once did. Oh, he wasn’t going to stop; it was far too incredible to have a harem at all, and free xp wasn’t nothing. For now he could still level up his classes with the xp he was grabbing.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Expert level 8, Bard, Expert level 8

Good: 136/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero (Master)

Luck Be A Lady (Achievement: Grandmaster rank in Diamonds)

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Expert level 5)

Charming- (Master level 1)

Clever- (Expert level 2)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Master level 5)

Quick- (Expert level 1)

Sly- (Expert level 1)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 5)

Coins (Expert level 1)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 7)

Wands (Journeyman level 7)

Diamonds (Grandmaster level 37)

Spades (Journeyman level 5)

Hearts (Expert level 10)

Clubs (Journeyman level 4)

This left him, for the time being, short of the intended target of Master level 5, but he had a pool of xp remaining once he melded the two Harem Lairds and got the Master of Haremonies.

Though seriously, who was naming these cards?

It was time to choose between Sorcerer or Bard, and he decided on Sorcerer. Although he didn’t particularly want to sling destructive magic on his enemies—he was hoping to be a lover rather than a fighter—he did have people to protect. Levels in Sorcerer boosted his mana pool more than Bard, though they boosted his hit point total about the same… not a lot.

So he leveled up Sorcerer to Master 1 with 30,000 xp, and then to level 5 with 100,000 more. It left him with only a few xp remaining, and he promised them to his Bard class, because he wanted that sweet, sweet rank up reward boon.

That was a total of 8 class levels, meaning another 16 attribute levels and 24 skill levels.

This was how he learned that Grandmaster capped at level 50. So, with 13 skill levels to spend, he pushed Grandmaster one more time and, ignoring the warning about getting Mythical and Legend level Random Encounters, went for Legend level 1.

New information here: each level of Legend was going to cost him 1,000,000 experience points, as opposed to the 100,000 each level Grandmaster took. There was no level cap listed, sadly, but he bet it was 100 levels… 100,000,000 experience if he did it the grindy way.

It would cost hundreds of thousands to ascend from Master to Grandmaster, then five million to get out of Grandmaster and up to Legend. Once there, probably a hundred million xp. No need to get bent out of shape over that, since he was barely a Master of his class presently. But this did underscore the reality that once, his sexual conquests had felt like they were giving an avalanche of points, but it really was a drop in the bucket.

He was a Legend. In luck at least.

“What did you just do?” Kayle asked him from her place in his hand. He often forgot she was in the ball and she was always with him.

“What are you talking about?”

“You just boosted your Diamonds to Legend? Why would you do that?”

He brought the ball up close to his face and stared at her.

“I don’t like people peeping into my private stuff,” he said.

“I have a boon that allows me to see the character sheet information for allies while they access it.”

“Do I need to un-ally with you?”

A short staring contest later, she broke eye contact first. “I won’t be intrusive again without permission. But, you should be aware that I have a wealth of information about the system and a lot more experience with this system related minutiae than you could dream.”

“I will take that under advisement,” he lied.

“Don’t be like that,” she told him. “I can help you.”

“I have a boon related to luck.” Though he was now at the tipping point, where he figured two opposing facts were now true: one, he would never level up Diamonds on its own, meaning only skill levels from level ups would do, and two, his other skills were sorely lagging behind. If he was a Master Sorcerer, he should bring magic-related skills up towards Master level.

He sighed. “What would you advise I do with these last nine skill levels?”

No hesitation. “Wands needs to be brought up and out of Journeyman. It affects damage, range, duration and mana cost, very slightly, but you’re going to need all the edge you can get.”

He couldn’t find fault with that. “Attuned will do the same?” he asked.

She confirmed with a sharp nod. “Your secondary attribute as a Sorcerer is Charming. For some reason the blood of the Sorcerer, whether that be dragon, fey, or other, makes them naturally radiate charisma and that likewise factors into their innate spellcasting.”

The last 9 skill levels went right into Wands, taking him from Expert 1 all the way to Expert 9.

“Bard? Is that Hearts all the way?”

“It is equal measures of Hearts and Cups, though Bards can benefit from all social skills. It should be said that Sorcerers should also have a broader understanding of the world, so Staves is important to cultivate.”

“Got it.” He didn’t like leaving Diamonds alone after getting it so high, but it was so far above the rest of his skills that it was ludicrous. He also wasn’t a great fan of Kayle Jai right now, so he thought about just grabbing nine levels of Legend Diamonds right in front of her to spite her.

“What’s the difference between a level of Journeyman and a level of Legend?” he asked. “Is a level of Beginner worth one, and a level of Amateur worth 2, like that?”

“It’s far more complicated than that, but the core concept is accurate. I suspect you are considering investing your skill levels into Diamonds despite my advice, or perhaps because I have advised you not to. Yes, each level of Legend is far more potent for your luck, whatever that means, than a level of Expert in Wands. Although the scale is not linear, it is true that each level of Legend correlates to more than three levels of Journeyman. The exact difference is nuanced and incremental.”

“Example me,” he said.

She sighed. “You begin to generate bonuses through Wands beginning at Expert. Before then, the mana gains are strictly one to one. Once you leave Journeyman, the bonuses begin. Expert level one grants a bonus of .01% mana pool increase, so small it’s nearly pointless to measure. By contrast, Legend level 1 will grant a 1.3% bonus, and level 2 will grant 1.4%, though you are talking about a level that costs millions of experience to attain. These are, it should be noted, orders of magnitude higher than previous bonuses.”

Which was to say that his luck had really started to increase once he got Diamonds up into Expert, and was now much higher than it had been all in a single mighty leap. If only the Luck Be A Lady boon wasn’t mangled, illegible gibberish and he could count on it to actually do a concrete thing, instead of having faith that maybe it made him luckier.

So he took her advice, against his better judgement, that he needed his Wands up into Expert to start receiving the bonuses. He put all nine in there and brought himself up to Expert level 9.

As for the attribute situation, he decided it was time to stop going wide and start focusing. He needed mana, since he was constantly on the cusp of running out, and that meant Attuned. He also needed to keep his charisma and likability up so he could eventually satisfy the requirements to equip his best cards. After that, of course, Lucky.

He divided these so he could keep all three of these roughly equal, since he was just a touch OCD at times. The result was satisfying, though he began to worry over the Attributes he was leaving behind.

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 6)

Charming- (Master level 6)

Clever- (Expert level 2)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Master level 6)

Quick- (Expert level 1)

Sly- (Expert level 1)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Ash stopped and surveyed the path he’d taken. It hadn’t been here earlier today. He was enjoying the alien plant life, such as the fern-like thing curled around a struggling furry creature. Or the patches of grass that shifted colors as he approached and then passed by them. The rocks weren’t the same either. They had veins of glowing material, though it wasn’t a great deal. Something swooped by overhead, and then a larger something else swooped by in pursuit of it.

This was better than earth.

Although he had a spork, and there was a theoretical way to change earth back to the way it had been before the apocalypse several months ago, he was not inclined whatsoever to take steps to change it back. For one, this new earth had a better chance of surviving whatever the Esotericum was.

Or rather, the new earth had a theoretical chance of surviving the Esotericum, whereas the old earth did not. Without this Kayle Jai person, the earth would’ve been destroyed and made into fuel for the organization.

“I’ve got a boon coming,” he said.

“I am aware,” she told him.

He passed his hand over the clump of color changing grass, watching as it went purple and then bled to a more vibrant green. “Do you have a recommendation?”

“I am uncertain what your options are,” she said.

“Oh?”

First, he read through the write up concerning the change to Master. He was disappointed, to say the least.

Congratulations! You’re now a Master Sorcerer.

Few make the leap to Mastery, and fewer still brave the long journey to Grandmastery. You have surpassed the vast majority of your contemporaries. You have sought out danger and returned to tell the tale. You have braved the dungeons and survived traps, denizens and bosses.

Each level of Master grants you two Attribute levels and three skill levels, along with better and more specifically useful rewards for your action deck, or those of your allies.

New for Master players:

*Master players may increase the maximum number of cards from 50 to 60.

*Master players are far more likely to be terrible or great. Your Reputation rewards of Good or Evil are doubled.

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

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

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

*Leveling up now takes longer! You will need 25,000 xp for each level of Master.

*More difficult challenges award more xp. Typical Master level actions could grant up to 6-8,000 xp each, while Grandmaster challenges or actions will grant up to 10,000 xp each. Higher risk, higher reward!

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

The only actual new thing that he was pleased to see was the doubling of the Reputation rewards going faster. Everything else seemed a little underwhelming. He was hoping the boon choices were more impressive than what he’d seen so far.

You have become a Master Sorcerer. Congratulations! Select one of the following boons.

*Ultra Casting: You may heighten a spell by doubling its mana cost and adding stamina to the cost (extremely high stamina) in order to double damage, duration, and/or range if they apply.

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

*Subtle Casting: You may heighten a spell by doubling its mana cost in order to obfuscate the origin of the spell. This can be used during a snap decision to create a random origin, or a deliberate origin.

*Elemental Lineage: Somehow, your ancestors melded with elementals to create offspring with powers. Your void elemental ancestry bonuses result in increased elemental card rewards, and increased racial card rewards.

*Void Ancestry: You have the ability to briefly touch the void, whose lineage you claim. Gain Voidform (ultra rare) in your action deck.

“An interesting array—” Kayle began, but he wasn’t really listening.

Guide appeared then, and froze time. A timer also appeared, this time counting down from five minutes. The timers got shorter every time he did this kind of level up choice-making.

“Greetings adventurer!” Guide bubbled. “Are you aware that…” It froze too, like it was also subject to the time problem. “—four million subjects simultaneously? It’s astonishment, don’t you think?”

Ash studied Guide. The powder blue marshmallow-shaped genie with no real bottom have to speak of… looked better. It no longer sported the strange spiracle breathing holes all over its skin, and thank the gods, no oozing, pink third eye opened up in its forehead.

It was still speaking oddly.

“It looks as though you have some new and interesting options to choose frrrrrrrrrrrr…” The odd sound gradually died away, and Guide looked finished with its sentence.

“You bet,” Ash said, pushing past that. “Hey, when I unified the other game system, that helped you, didn’t it?”

Guide blinked. “Whatever do you mean?”

“The territory of this game system just expanded.”

“You’ve unlocked an expansion!” The genie thing confirmed, not answering his question in the slightest. “Congratulations!”

“How many game systems are going on the planet at the same time?”

“I’m currently governing thirteen different systems at once! Can you bereavement?”

“I cannot,” he said truthfully.

“Some pop into existence or are shut down all the time. For instance, two just shut down a short time ago, within five minutes of one another.”

“Is that right?”

“Your timer is not infinite, Ash Phoenix. I would recommend making your choice of boons for this achievement!”

Ash was alarmed to find that somehow the timer sat at one minute. That wasn’t right, but then… none of this was really how it was supposed to be.

Okay. He took a closer look at his new choices. Three of these powers were brand new, and the Dragon Ancestry one was missing. He wondered if that had been a ruse, or a mistake by the system. Guide certainly wasn’t doing well.

He put that aside. So far he’d avoided the different Casting boons, and probably for good reason. This Ultra Casting combined the other three he hadn’t picked, and seemed like a good way to surprise an opponent or turn the tide. Subtle Casting had the same benefit of surprise, or the ability to sow division in an unsuspecting enemy camp, and at a lesser cost. Elemental Lineage was also interesting, because so far there was no chance of racial card rewards.

Then he took a look at the description of Voidform.

Voidform

Ultra Rare, Special Ability (transmutation)

Once per day you may use this card to gain the following benefits for one minute:

*Your body unites with the void from which you claim lineage.

*You become an embodiment of roiling darkness, and are practically impossible to see in darkness. Creatures with night vision reduce the penalties to detect you by half.

*Those who personally witness the transformation for the first time will suffer loss of morale and penalties to resist intimidation.

*You become insubstantial and may pass through solid objects at will.

*You move in complete silence, making detection by sound impossible.

*Your body heat, scent and other marks of detection are likewise negated. Efforts to perceive you these ways automatically fail.

*While insubstantial, living matter suffers 150-400 void damage per turn (every 6 seconds) of contact with you.

Ash chose this boon immediately, without hesitation. He didn’t even hear Kayle next to him, say, “Uh, that one.”


5- Ugh, Not A Party

The tiny blue mage piped up from her place in the anti-magic, practically indestructible sphere. “You’re not going to have a party, are you?”

“I am indeed,” he said. “I’m going to probably nail every single woman on this ship, some of them at the same time.”

She regarded him for a moment. “This isn’t funny, Ash.”

“I was being perfectly serious,” he said. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but you’ll get used to me and my brand of humor sooner rather than later.”

“The universe doesn’t have time for your humor, your party, or your orgy!”

“It’d technically be running a train… on me. Though I guess that might give people the impression I was about to be pegged by seven different women.” He leaned down and put a hand next to two his mouth like a conspirator. “That’s not what’s about to happen, in case you were confused.”

“We need to get moving! Can’t you… I don’t know, can’t you get freaky with all these women while in flight?”

He could, and would.

“Nope,” he lied.

“You’re lying,” she said.

“And you’re powerless to stop me,” he said.

A staring contest began that he found both adorable and infuriating. What was she going to do, hinder him in the most important quest he’d ever been on? The only thing she could do to punish him was withhold information, which might just get him killed. Nope, fuck that. Eventually she’d get out of that prison, but for now she couldn’t. What she could do instead was take a prominent position on the ship’s aft castle, in a small metal contraption Evie had worked up to hold the prison containing Kayle Jai. It clasped the ball like a gem setting on a ring, and even included a spyglass trained in the direction the ship would head, so she could look at more than just the immediate surroundings.

So. Party it was.

The party proved to be a smashing success, if you considered getting drunk and then naked and having half a dozen girls run a train on you to be good. They took their turns with him, being patient and sharing, with him grinning like a fool and savoring all the various shapes, sizes, all the different colors and tastes and feels.

Each of them had different needs. Evie needed to have him call her names and use a series of toys on her that she’d invented. She confessed that she and Ashley had been using the strap on to rail one another while he’d been gone, and this thing that acted as a blindfold but looked like a torture device. He knew what she really wanted was to have him use it on her so she wouldn’t feel guilty about the possibility of stealing Ashley away from him. Next he used another device that bound her hands together behind her back, and used the second one to bind her feet. Finally, shaking his head, he clipped both of these devices to another device she’d anchored to the ceiling, so she was just left hanging spreadeagled and completely at his mercy.

After using other toys to spread her ass and get her literally dripping wet, he ended up fucking her in her swinging position. He took breaks to spin her around and get her to suck her own juices off him before he took another turn on her pussy.

Afterwards, he left her there and instructed Ashley to have a little more fun with her before getting her down out of the suspension device. Ashley began by spanking her several times and berating her for showing him all the devices they’d been using together.

He only shook his head over the thing while on his way to meet up with Aria in the ship’s galley. His goblin lover showed him what she intended to do with the foodstuffs when they didn’t have to worry about rationing: first, she spread jam and butter and whipped cream on herself, and told him what a good boy he was being while he licked it off her nipples, stomach, and then down to the promised land.

Aria wasn’t shy about telling him she wanted him to lick higher, or stick his fingers in deeper, or telling him exactly how good it felt to have him stretching her out like never before. She loved this new goblin body, because it was practically designed for doing this very activity. She had plump, well-muscled thighs she used to great effect while riding him on the galley’s island where she’d done most of her marinating, beating, drizzling, and basting. Well now she marinated his sausage and drizzled her own special sauce on him in between beating down on him from above. She also took great delight in beating him with long, grunting strokes on all fours.

At one point Mizu came into the galley after something, and stopped to stare at the spectacle of the goblin’s belly distending every time she shoved her ass back into his abs. Ash watched as her hand drifted to her own belly and the watery naiadic went from blue green to a crystalline cerulean color. She did that when she got turned on, which meant she’d gone from zero to horny in under three seconds.

He wondered if it was purely the belly thing or not. A lot kept him turned on and on the verge of orgasm: the wet slapping sounds, the way Aria’s ass jiggled on the downstroke, the squeaking cries she was giving him, the way he’d rendered her incapable of speech, and the wet spot on the wood cooking surface.

The others needed him, and so after some three or four orgasms on her part, he asked breathlessly where she wanted it. Instead of replying, she waited for him to be unable to hold it any longer, at which point she pulled off and spun to lay on her back. She ended up getting a stomach, chest and face full.

Supercasanova was the result of combining two copies of Not A Fighter, the Bard ability that helped make all this possible. It was partly responsible for his ability to produce so much when he came. Aria was able to massage it into every bit of her skin, all the way down to her toes, and that included front and back. She maintained eye contact, too, while she got the last handful and turned to spread it over her big round ass.

He kissed her and headed out to find the only troubling situation thus far: Mizu and Netsu. Mizu had her big sister chained to the wall of the brig, arms above her head and standing uncomfortably. Netsu asked why she wasn’t allowed to take part in the party, at which point Mizu told her to shut her lying mouth and just watch.

From there it was a porn show. She stripped off Ash’s underwear and grinned up at him while she coaxed his cock to life, then made sure Netsu was watching every moment of the sex that followed. She was vocal, sensually describing how deep inside her Ash was, and how she felt so full, and how much she missed this every day, since Netsu had been denying it to her for over six years. She even put a hand on either one of her sister’s shoulders and demanded Ash pound her from behind, so she could stare up at Netsu’s face and tell her how much she loved getting fucked. Finally.

Ash didn’t see a problem with this, since he knew Netsu allowed it. She could’ve just run away, or overpowered Mizu, but instead accepted this punishment. She tried not to let on that it was getting her horny, but Ash could see the subtle signs: the way most of the lava girl’s volcanic plates shrank and the magma running between them grew little by little. The mask over her face sank slowly in, widening her eyes. She rubbed her legs together, very slowly.

Ash had the choice between keeping his flesh and blood anatomy, or transforming into a naiadic when taking Mizu like this, and for now he kept himself. He loved watching himself spear her semi-transparent body over and over again. Netsu could see it also, and when Mizu lost track of the punishments, he would lock eyes with her, and she would spread her legs wide to show him what this scene was doing to her. The junction of her thighs ran white hot when she was turned on, like now, and bright yellow magma ran down the inside of her thighs.

She was very ready for him.

When he was done with Mizu, she demanded he fuck Netsu’s ass. She wanted her sister to suffer, and it hadn’t yet clicked that Supercasanova amplified the pleasure from sex, even anal. Mizu liked watching him sink inch by difficult inch up inside her sister’s back door, and listening to Netsu’s cries of pain.

When would she figure out that Netsu was faking it? Even now, her cries were wavering and he plainly heard the pleasure coming through. But she said ‘ow’ and ‘fuck’ over and over, while he roughly grabbed her hips and pushed into her guts. He wondered if she was deriving pleasure from having Mizu spank her. Mizu was growing more strict with the punishments like this, leaving white yellow handprints on her sister’s rocky ass.

Netsu came at one point, falling down to her elbows and then flat to the floor. Ash was able to get down with her to stay buried in her. Mizu apparently didn’t notice, or didn’t care, because she demanded that he pummel her into the floor. Ash, always a good sport, obliged. Now with her voice and face muffled, Netsu ended up climaxing a second time.

Was Mizu really so blind to this, or had they reached the turned-on denial phase of the proceedings?

He left them in the brig and went in search of Rachel, wondering whether they’d get up to anything more intimate after he left, or whether Mizu would shackle her to the wall again and leave her.

For the time being, they were rising toward something dangerous and Ash was simply watching it happen. He couldn’t stop Mizu from forcing her sister to gag on his cock, pushing one of Evie’s devices into her twin sister’s ass, or using another of Evie’s devices to clamp onto Netsu’s nipples. One part of him knew it was dangerous, and that one or the other might snap, but the very thought of it was so darkly enticing that he turned a blind eye and kept right on screwing them.

Rachel he was gentle with, this time anyway. She had been his slave for entirely too long, faithfully doing any and everything he required of her, and that needed to be rewarded. He shooed Ashley out, and gave Rachel a full body massage in the captain’s cabin, using the massage oils he’d bought specially for this time. Finally, after a half hour of rubbing her muscles one by one and listening to her whimper with need for him, he placed his cock at her entrance and was delighted to have her climax right then and there.

From there he took things slow, deep and hard. Every thrust seemed to suck the breath out of her, and he was glad of the ability to do so. For a short time she rode him reverse cowgirl, and he played with her tail, then spanked her lightly to great effect. The view, first off, was phenomenal; he was able to see every bit of the action, and the best angle of her round ass yet. She tightened against him several times, and moaned in concert with him, until she couldn’t take anymore and begged to have him deposit his seed wherever he wanted. This time, he filled her insides and listened to her groan with approval and tell him how warm it felt.

From there, although he’d been with five different women and climaxed five times, he moved on to his next conquest. Although this would have completely ruined the old Ash for a full day, this new and improved Ash only felt a twinge of pain from so much friction and so much seed depositing. Right now Evie, Aria, Mizu, Netsu, and Rachel were worn out from the frantic slap slap slap of bodies together.

He approached Ashley like this, watching with a thin smile while Tinniel kept fluttering around the ship to try avoiding the sated ladies lying everywhere. She smiled back, opening her arms and hugging him tight. They shared quiet words together about how good he looked balls deep in the others, before he lifted her up. Ankles locked behind his back, she began kissing him and pushing her tongue into his mouth. Tinniel evaded him once more, while he pressed her against the ship’s mast and, panties pushed aside, entered her.

She told him over and over how good it felt, how amazing he was, and how unbelievable it was that she was sharing him with so many women. How was he capable of pleasing her after doing all of them?

“Don’t fall in love with them,” she whispered. “Only me.”

Ash’s only response was to drive in harder, make her cry out in pleasure, stop her talking. Gripping her ass, with her back to the mast, he was able to hold her up and really give her the full length without any fatigue.

The old Ash could have supported his girlfriend’s entire weight for a few seconds, perhaps a minute. With her weighing only about forty-five kilograms, it was no trouble keeping her up like this. She even, in a fit of passion, curled an arm around behind the mast, and her eyes drifted closed. Eventually she grunted and began to climax, which went on for some time.

Then, still buried inside her, he carried her all the way across the deck, back into the captain’s quarters, and drove her to yet one more orgasm before depositing yet another load inside her.

“What if… what if I want a child?” she asked sleepily.

“Then we talk about it,” he whispered. “Talk before we take any rash actions.”

“And after?” she asked.

“If we make that decision,” he told her, “then I start dumping so many loads into you, you drip whenever you walk.”

“Ohhhh my God, Ash,” she muttered, her voice thick with renewed lust. One hand drifted down and began playing with her clit again. “I want you again. You have to go, don’t you? And do the flying girl?”

He smiled and kissed her softly. “I’ll be back for sleep cuddles.”

“Mmm,” she agreed, and drifted off to sleep.

He couldn’t find the flying girl to do her, so he eventually shrugged and drifted off beside Ashley. Rachel joined him some time later, as did Evie and Aria.

Tinniel couldn’t handle watching all of them engage with him while the others watched, but she crept into his bed and slowly got him hard just about as he was falling asleep. He gave her a lazy smile, and nodded when she held a finger up to her lips. She couldn’t handle having the others around, but had an equally difficult time abstaining in the face of overwhelming lust. She was already hot, wet, and ready for him when she lined the head up against her entrance and pressed down. Impaled as she was, she clamped tow hands on her mouth and made a strangled noise.

He just lifted her by the butt and pulled her back down, grinning at the war inside her to keep quiet. Her wings fluttered a few beats at a time, and with her eyes staring out at the windows she grunted and squeaked with each thrust of his hips. At first he thought she was staring out the window, but he soon figured out her eyes were glued to the middle distance, not focused on anything in particular except the pleasure overtaking her.

For some time this went on: her making tiny noises, him trying to get her to break, but her embarrassment won out. She even climaxed quietly, shaking and shivering with eyes rolled back and hips bucking. That did it, pushing him over the limit, and he unloaded inside her.

She didn’t have enough left in her to pull off him and get to her own bed, though. She was mortified to find the other girls grinning at her in the morning, cuddled onto Ash’s chest as she was.


6- C.O.U.Ses?

Night had long since closed in and they ended up sleeping off the exhaustive sex-fest together in the captain’s quarters. The bed wasn’t large enough for all of them, which was a special ability one of them would likely end up buying. For now there was a kind of shift system he didn’t understand, where two of them would sleep in the bed with him and the others would figure out other accommodations. Tonight he had Aria on one side and Tinniel on the other. He felt like a titan cradling their tiny bodies against his.

Aria was always up early, like an aging person, and she slipped out to make breakfast. Ash turned over and settled in with his crotch pressed against Tinniel’s butt, and though he considered it, decided to get more sleep. The earthy smells of cumin and garlic eventually woke them, and he stumbled out into the galley to find the rest of them also zombie walking in for food.

Instead of eating at the large dining table in the captain’s quarters (you had to stick the bed to the ceiling in order to raise it from the floor, another new function of the ship since he’d been gone), they all had a plate around the large kitchen island. The larger members leaned against it, while Tinniel, Ashley and Evie all sat on raised barstools.

They all scooped up whatever they wanted into tortillas and ate the finest burrito-like wrapped things Ash had ever tasted.

“We have a couple of options for what to do next,” he told them.

He explained that there were still four different game system areas that they hadn’t encountered, and weren’t sure how to defeat. Just like Nova Corridor, the real-time strategy game, they were going to need to get in, master the game, and eventually use a woman to contain the game’s structure and system so their Spellcraft system could take over the territory.

“Isn’t this… wrong?” Tinniel asked.

“What do you mean?”

“The crystal trap, for one.”

He sighed. “I didn’t know that was going to happen… I’m pretty pissed off that she didn’t tell me. Regardless, the blue mage assures me that they will all go free when the world is unified under a single system.” He let them decide whether or not to believe what Kayle said. Right now, he didn’t really believe it, but he was hopeful. Zirennia was a valued member of his crew. “And anyway, she informs me that it will need to be, and these are her words, a maiden from the system itself. So I’m not keeping you all here with the intent of turning you into crystals.”

That definitely deflated a lot of pent up tension in the room. “I wouldn’t do that do you. You know that. Zirennia was a mistake, and that’s part of the reason the blue mage isn’t here right now. She’s stuck in her cage.”

And he would not be trying to free her any time soon, no matter what she claimed she would add to the party.

“What if we get there and it’s a cozy little farming and fishing game where everybody is fine and there’s no battle at all? They just trade with one another and arrange their houses? I played a game like that. You visit your friends’ farms and give them a boost. Nobody dies. When you defeat that kind of game, you’re putting everybody in this game world. With dragons and bandits and slimes and stuff.”

He nodded and spread out his hands. “I would love for something like that to come, but I doubt we’re going to run up against that. And even if we do, there’s the problem of the world being in danger.”

“I forgot about that,” she muttered.

“We would, of course, have the option to contain this system into the crystal and change everything over to a farming and fishing cozy game,” he said, “but the blue mage seems to think that progressing in this system is going to give us the best chance of success against the red mages.”

“And these red mages… are real,” Rachel said. It was half a question, and steeped in understandable sarcasm. “I don’t mean to kick this point around too much, but we’ve only ever seen the dead body of one.”

“Look,” he said, “I was at ground zero of the apocalypse. I saw the eight of them appear and start messing up everything. The blue mage used a special ability to take out all but one of them—”

“Why not all of them?” Ashley asked.

“It was called Balance the Scales or something like that, not Instant Win the Fight. Look, the point is we could either head back to Boulederia where Mylindria and Lucifer and my parents are, and defeat the system we know about next, or we head to a new place, scout it out, and start working towards defeating it instead.”

“There’s a third option,” Evie said.

“I… am all ears,” he said.

“You mentioned that you were a level 5 hero when you went over into the civilization builder game, and you could take out hordes of regular soldiers without trouble.”

“Right.”

“Well you’re Master Sorcerer now. Probably you’ll be a level 6 hero when you go back to Mylindria’s game world. Why don’t we level up here, where we know the system and the dangers, get ourselves really powerful, and then go conquer these other systems as level 10 heroes?”

It was possible there would not be carry over like with the civilization game, and that would mean a lot of wasted time. He needed to check with Kayle to see if time really was of the essence or they could use this clearly superior idea.

“That seems like a much better idea,” Netsu said, then flinched away from Mizu, even though her sister was at the opposite side of the room.

He grinned. “Shit, girl, we might be able to do both.”

***

“I am currently incapable of knowing the timeline of the Esotericum’s arrival,” Kayle said. “Without access to my magic, and encased in this prison, I’m cut off from my entire character sheet, all quest log information, and even my inventory.” She grimaced. “I had… have… a particularly useful card for boosting my deck.”

Ash nodded. Although he didn’t know what card she meant exactly, he sympathized. He had a Deck Erector, which was currently in his inventory generating powerful gemstones.

“It would be most prudent to release me from this prison and allow me to assist you in your quest,” she told him.

They had already been over this. He wasn’t yet in the position of freeing her, since it would require a much stronger Dispel than he had at his disposal. Right now he had the double rare Delayed Dispel, and this thing was Legend or Mythic rank.

“It would need a complicated arcane ritual, and unfortunately my Wizard who is good at complicated arcane rituals was just sealed into a gem and can no longer help with that sort of thing.”

She was silent for a time. “I didn’t know.”

“Look, take this however you want, but the fact is that you showed up out of nowhere and fought eight super powerful mages to a stalemate, and I have no idea why. It’s commendable. Thank you for that. I had a quest to come and find you, but there was no way for me to do that, unfortunately.

“You claim they were going to destroy my planet and I have to take your word for it. Maybe they were. They probably were. What you and other blue mages like you instead wanted with my world, I don’t know. Benevolent? Sure, probably. Malevolent? Also a possibility. For all I know, your people might have wanted to come and mine our civilization for technology and history, then glass the whole planet.”

He held up a hand to forestall any protests. There was no way to verify anything either way. The second he let her out of that anti-magic prison ball, and she started casting spells, she could erase him from existence, forty-two Full Revives or not. The first thing she could do was trap him in one of these anti-magic prisons and give him a taste of his own medicine.

“You understand my position, right?”

She didn’t respond for several moments, before sighing and nodding.

“If I get to higher Grandmaster or even Legend in both my classes, I could consider freeing you. I might even be able to by that point. And we might have some sliver of protection from what you promised you won’t do.

“For now, I believe you when you say the systems should be consolidated into one. The Guide already seemed better than before, after I did the Nova Corridor thing.”

“Fine,” she grumped. “Let’s get on with this. You had your fuck party. Let’s roll out.”

Except, the moment he started explaining his idea, she started nodding along. Yes, his level and skills should transfer over to different game systems. They definitely had with Nova Corridor. He’d come out of Nova Corridor with a handful of his attributes and skills upgraded just by sheer xp grinding, and a bunch of bonus xp for sleeping around in between missions, heh.

Which was how, two days later, he was knee deep in the corpses of large, crystalline chickens.

“Heal!” Mizu was shouting. “We need heals!”

“I’m…” Ashley said, flinging a crystal chicken off herself. “…trying.” The chicken was grabbed by an invisible force and slammed against the cave ceiling.

A huge hen with different gems for its feathers gave a huge ba-gawk! and slammed claws down at Netsu and Mizu. The naiadic flowed easily out of the way, but the volcashic wasn’t so lucky. She took a claw the size of a forearm in the side. Fire from Ash’s aura raced up the chicken’s leg and pieces went shattering off it one after another. Netsu fell back, bleeding yellow lava onto the floor, while Mizu kept calling for heals.

A huge crystal cock bellowed out in its rage and charged the twins, but pulled up short when a large glob of green jelly splatted against the side of its head, right over one eye. It jerked up, very chicken-like, just in time to receive a wall of water that backed it off away from the hen by a good five meters. Then, when its head darted forward the next time, a purple glob smacked it in the other eye.

“Heal!” Mizu screamed. “Right! Now!”

“On it!” Ashley screamed right back, and jumped over a pair of smaller chickens barely out of their sapphire and emerald eggs. Ash blasted the both of them with an enormous ball of fire.

And then, a moment before she got close enough to lay a hand on Netsu and deliver a strong healing spell, the hen swung around and sent the lava girl flying.

Netsu has been afflicted with the condition bleeding, lasting 6 rounds.

He silently urged Ashley to get her shit in order. They’d only been at this for three days, and yes she’d been out on all-day missions for all three of those days, but there was no excuse for being the healer and not healing.

“Evie, keep some cover on Ashley,” he told her.

“You got it, stud,” she told him, and loaded up a new type of shot into her magi-tech sniper rifle, which was viscous and silvery in color. A second later, the shot exploded out in front of Ashley and created a wide dome of silvery stuff that solidified into a metal substance some five or so centimeters thick.

“I like that one,” he said, and proceeded to re-up his Boiling Blood aura. “Shit, Netsu’s been thrown out of range.”

He flung himself down out of the constant barrage of smaller crystal chicks and toward where Netsu was bleeding from a gut wound. She was getting up and smashing the smaller threats with her hammer, but the blinded gigantic cock was stomping around all over the place, and it looked like one strike might send her down to under ten percent of hit points. That wasn’t acceptable.

She got within range of the auras, at least.

Ash continued pelting towards the blindly thrashing male, some eight or ten meters high, claws as long as his head. Screaming and shouting. Its ears still worked, and it froze, turned in his direction, but continued moving towards Netsu.

The Great Hen turned in his direction as well, still laying crystal eggs of different colors with each and every step. The whole fight was as difficult as it was ridiculous, and there was no time to laugh.

A moment before he got within range, he triggered Voidform and leapt up onto the cockerel’s leg. Coldness swept over him, and that was replaced by a stillness, a lack of all sensation. Sounds came in muffled, since he no longer had ears. He had tried this out the day before, and still hadn’t got used to the ‘phase through objects’ thing. He was fully aware that it should work, but hadn’t yet made it happen.

That worked in his favor this time; he wrapped his void body around the cock’s leg and immediately dealt it over 400 damage. While he threw an Arcane Lance up into its body from under it here, it took another 397 damage. Even when it gave a mighty crow and made hearing completely impossible with a special attack, he clung on and tossed a Fireball back at the Great Hen. This blasted several emerging chicks away from Mizu and Ashley, while Evie took out the last one.

“Heal Netsu, now!” he tried screaming, but couldn’t hear his own void-influenced cry.

Finally, the Great Cock toppled over, dead.

Pinning him to the floor.

“Fuck,” he couldn’t hear himself say.

Get through the leg. Get through the leg. All he had to do was get up. He just needed to… if he didn’t get up, the Hen might get Netsu or keep Ashley from getting to her.

He dealt more damage to the dead body, but while some crystal scales from its leg crunched off and went spinning into the void that was his body, he still hadn’t moved.

“Come on,” he urged his own body. It was a special ability and it should fucking work. He tried envisioning himself moving through it, and standing up, which didn’t work. He tried pushing the colossal chicken’s leg off himself, and that didn’t work either. In the meantime, more and more was happening that he wasn’t a part of.

Finally he just screamed out in utter rage. And that didn’t work either. He was trapped, and needed to just accept this.

He noticed a deadly calm had settled over the battlefield, and started to sweat. Although he couldn’t hear the Great Hen stomping this way and that, there were still a whole lot of eggs in that enormous nest that hadn’t yet hatched, and those little fuckers were fast.

Some time later, the Voidform wore off without him getting freed. If the girls had died, he was on his own. Going over his action deck options, he prepped the next spell and checked his health (fine) and mana (near empty).

“Always near empty,” he breathed.

A head peeked over into view. “You taking a nap?” Evie asked.

“Netsu?” He asked.

“Evie actually. That thing hit you on the head when it crushed into you?”

“Shut up and tell me how the others are doing.

“Ashley’s… touching the twins. Hmmm.” This was code for ‘using high level touch-based healing spells.’

“Now… are you ready to help me get out of here?”

She grinned and started to pull parts of her magi-tech uniform off.

“What are you doing?”

“Well, the device that will get this little fuckface off you will take a fuck load of spare parts.” Her eyes widened comically, and she put a finger up to her bottom lip. The effect was both funny and highly cute. “Oh dearie me, I might end up mostly buck fucken naked. Whatever will we do?”

By the time she had made a magical jack out of her armor suit thing, it was little more than a bikini. “Somebody owes me one,” she told him.

“In the butt?” he asked drily.

“If you want me to, I’ll do you in the butt,” she replied.

She wouldn’t be so cavalier once he got out from under this enormous cock.


7- Sandwich Style

After the ‘Colossal Crystal Cock Catastrophe,’ as it was now being called, Ash’s higher level team took a day of rest and recuperation. Most of the rest included making sex toy innuendos. That day was the chance for Tinniel’s Tiny Terrors to take their turn at some slightly less dangerous adventuring. Rachel and Tinniel, the lower leveled members of the group, went out with Mizu and Ashley. Only two of them were small, but three of the four of them were lower in level.

The suggestion to level up in this MMORPG world was a great one. They had a rough understanding of what they would face, the rewards for such encounters, and how to best prepare a balanced group to level as quickly, efficiently and safely as possible.

This essentially meant a sandwich cookie of Tinniel’s group, Ash’s group, Tinniel’s group again, then a rest day for the whole crew.

The first thing they decided was to send Ashley along with both groups. They split the party into the higher level Ash team, who would take on more dangerous missions, and the lower level team, which featured Tinniel.

Ash’s team had both twins, Ashley, and Evie. They had the advantages of heavy damage and healing, especially for Mizu and Netsu, who drew aggro by rushing into the battle, and the support of Evie’s sniper rifle and his elemental spells.

Although Netsu was beginning to tank, she wasn’t amazing at taking a lot of damage, meaning the focus had to stay on Netsu almost exclusively. Also, though Ashley had improved in her healing, she still had trouble deploying a lot of heals in a short time. If the enemies were very mobile, they sometimes got into trouble as Ashley tried to keep up.

The other team was for lower level challenges, and used Rachel, Tinniel, and Ashley, with one of the twins subbing in alternately. Mizu or Netsu usually drew enemies out to engage, and this worked better for a couple of reasons. One, the enemies were just weaker. Two, Rachel had the advantage of her necklace, which allowed her to hide and perform devastating backstab strikes. Three, Tinniel was both longer range and extremely agile with her wings. She could deliver a volley of arrows, back off, and pepper enemies even more. Mizu took a lot of punishment.

This cycle would help Ash level, help the twins and Ashley rise to his level much faster, and help get Rachel and Tinniel ready to join the larger group the fastest. Together they would have two ranged fighters with one focused on damage and the other debuffing enemies, two close quarter fighter with one tanky and the other focused more on damage, one sneaky and explosive damage dealer for priority targets, one healer… and Ash.

He had been holding back on level progression because he wanted to keep them all alive, but with the massive numbers of xp he’d been getting from all the fun romps in bed he’d had, all those xp had gone into boosting his skills and attributes far, far beyond what the girls were capable of. Only Zirennia and Tinniel had gotten their ‘bonus xp’ cards, and Zirennia was now embedded in a crystal until further notice. As a result their highest attributes and skills were nowhere even close to his lowest.

He sighed and tried not to get bent out of shape over the loss of Zirennia. His saltiness was a good part of the reason he was not in a hurry to free Kayle Jai, regardless of the fact that she’d saved his life when all this got started.

Tinniel’s team lacked the magic oomph that Ash offered, meaning they didn’t have the retributive damage or the insanely powerful auras he could activate. Some enemies he simply burned alive. Any time he got involved, the challenge level of encounters went far beyond what Tinniel or Rachel could handle… for now.

Tinniel already had a card that allowed her to gain experience points from tracking and wilderness-related actions, similar to his harem card and with just as much getting down and dirty. Hrm. His card involved… roughly the same amount of scratches, though his scratches weren’t from thorns and vines.

He told her about the parallel and they had a laugh over it. And pretty soon he was kissing her neck, nibbling down her collar bone, twirling her nipples in between his thumb and forefinger…

Though he wasn’t going to progress as quickly as the girls, he didn’t get zero experience for encounters. They decamped from the ship every four days, out of the protective bubble of Aria’s NPC aura, and went in search of treasure, monsters, and adventure.

By the end of most of these days on patrol with Ashley, he was exhausted and could barely keep his eyes open. By the end of his off days, with Ashley together with the low-level group, he would be exhausted from one of the twins or Evie. Or both.

This was a good time to have Mizu or Netsu to himself (neither wanted to be intimate with Evie), and use his Supercasanova’s special abilities. Transforming into a lava elemental man with an obsidian cock was great fun, but what was even more fun was taking a break from the relentless punishments Mizu wanted to inflict on her twin. He found that Netsu was a tender lover, who wanted to worship every inch of his body. Even if they couldn’t have sex, she wanted to massage his back, shoulders, arms and legs. She wanted to give him pedicures, which he couldn’t really understand. He also had no inclination to tell her no. It was just odd to have her intently focused on his toes.

Evie, by contrast, wanted something weird and different every time. She wanted to use mirrors in a contraption to see what it looked like to get railed. She wanted to tie his hands above his head and to the head of the bed, and… explore. She wanted this and that and the other. Most times, he was game to do whatever wacky thing she had in mind. Other times he pinned her to the bed on her stomach and told her to beg for him to fuck her hard.

She did.

Rachel and Tinniel were less happy about the arrangement, Rachel more than the fey Ranger. His catgirl needed the itch scratched, the one between her thighs, and she didn’t care how many giant slugs he’d cleaved through or blasted that day.

And then there was Ashley. They spent a good two weeks leveling, off three days and on one day, with Ashley doing three hard days on, one basically bedridden day off. She didn’t have the stamina to handle this schedule, so he left her to lounge around the ship or whichever settlement they discovered on their way… west.

***

“This was not necessary,” Mizu told him. She leaned against the ship’s rail, with her back to their destination. With the ship’s speed, she began to come apart into a fine mist, but the day was hot and Ash found it refreshing to have her misting him. Netsu leaned into their destination nearby, with the wind solidifying her front into hard volcanic rock.

He couldn’t help but stare at her long, toned legs and ass, though, because they were still criss-crossed with veins of glowing lava. They went all the way up her back to her hair, which had frozen into an amusing and intimidating sort of halo, slicked back away from her head as it was.

“You two have a quest. There’s no reason we can’t go figure out whether your folks are alive and well. They are, since the quest still exists. So that’s kind of a comfort. You’ll get you bonus experience and rewards for doing so.”

The twins shared a look he hadn’t seen them give one another before. Given their hostility towards one another, he hadn’t thought Mizu would look at her sister with the kind of naked concern bordering on fear he was seeing now.

“What?”

“The quest rewards have been getting larger,” Netsu explained.

“The quest write up has explained that they are in trouble.”

“Oh.” Ash didn’t know what to say to this. “Well, I guess it’s good we’re headed their way.”

“Ash…” Mizu started, then stopped. When she opened her mouth to speak next, Netsu spoke for her. This earned Netsu a disapproving glare, but she kept going anyhow.

“Our parents did very little to raise us. Almost nothing.”

“We’ve been over this,” he said. “You had a Filipino nanny. I can’t recall her name. We can look for her as well if you like.”

“We had left after a fight with them,” Mizu said. It wasn’t possible, because she was water, to tell if she were crying, but her whole body had gone a deep shade of marine. The color reminded him of the dark reaches of the ocean, many fathoms deep, and her form literally shrank as she pressurized herself.

Ash leaned in. “Listen,” he told them, in a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t want the others to know this, but I have a gift for each of you.”

He produced a pair of cards, and handed one to each of them.

“I don’t have an infinite number of these, but they’re for you. Or, if you want… they’re for you to use.” He raised an eyebrow as if an explanation wasn’t needed.

They stared down at the Full Revives. When you were killed, you’d come back to life with one of those in your possession, at full health, with your entire inventory intact, without being penalized, and no chance of permanent death.

When Mizu finally stopped staring at the card, she had gone a curious color, and a whirlpool of water was slowly churning where her stomach was, sucking down into her depths. Every movement of her watery body was curious, and he didn’t notice Netsu until she had leapt on him and was hugging him tight.

“You have given us a precious gift, Ash,” she whispered in his ear. “I have given you many things that were precious to me as well.” First of all, she’d given him permission to make advances on her sister, which was a massive ask for Netsu. That one there counted for a lot. She’d given him her anal virginity, second.

He also, and he would never admit this to anyone, was secretly amazed that they were ever in the same room together and doing things. Merely the thought of that caused that dark desire to overcome him once more. He’d specifically put them on missions apart so he could have alone time with them, because wanting twins to do stuff in bed was a no-no.

He grinned. “It’s my pleasure,” he said.

A second later, Mizu was hugging him from the other side, and licking his earlobe. “I don’t know what Netsu just promised you,” she breathed, “but I’ll make it double. I’ll tie her up and whip her ass so hard that she can’t do it, and then she’ll have to watch me give it to you.” The roar of the wind stopped Netsu from hearing her… he hoped. “Maybe I’ll pretend to get her ready for you, and then clap on the handcuffs right when she thinks she’s going to have the orgasm of her life. What do you think of that?”

“I… don’t even know what to say to that.” He had created a monster, and it turned a dark part of him on. He wasn’t sure if he could turn that dark part of him off again. He wanted Mizu to keep pushing. He was scared of having Mizu keep pushing.

“Think about it,” she purred, and gave him another ear lick.

His pants were only uncomfortable long enough for Netsu to slither her hand down there and take hold of him, and slowly stroke the length.

“As soon as we land,” Mizu said, and let the promise hang there.

Later he heard them talking excitedly, discussing what they should do with the Full Revives. The best and most natural thing to do would be to bank them, hold onto them until they finally ran out of good luck and ended up dying. But, and this was Mizu talking, their dad seemed to be a stone-cold prick who deserved to be at their mercy for once. Oh, and there was no forgetting their heartless slave driver of a mother.

They did discuss just letting it go, forgiving their parents and kissing them off, disappearing out of their lives again. They could keep the Full Revives and it would still hurt as intended. But would that be enough?

Ash left the conversation there. He was in no place to go lecture people on the best way to deal with their shitty relationship with their parents. He wished they could just forget about their parents, and now that he’d given them the access to these powerful cards, he did regret it.

With that in mind, he headed to where Ashley was curled up and sleeping in the captain’s quarters, the little spoon in Aria’s arms. The green-skinned beauty grinned up at him with her wicked goblin teeth, looking mischievous, but he knew it wasn’t a real thing. Aria was a sweetheart.

“You coming to rock her world?” she whispered.

“Could be,” he said. Netsu had lit a fire in him that he could put to some use, and he hadn’t been with Ashley in over a week. She usually zombie walked around the deck, slept, or leaned on Evie when they were exploring a new town.

“She’s exhausted,” Aria told him. “Not sure if she’ll be up for it.”

“We’ve been working her hard.” Since weeks were no longer a real concept, she was three days on and one day off, which didn’t seem so bad.

Aria made way for him to crawl into bed and take over snuggle duties.

“Mm?” she groaned in her sleep. Doubtless she could feel the hot press of his erection against her ass. She sounded half dead. “Ash, babe, that you?”

“Who else has an enormous erection that climbs into bed with you?”

“Um…”

It turned out Evie had a device that was internally heated, and about as large as him. Apparently, and this was a fun fact to learn, Evie had taken a mold of his erect penis while he was sleeping one night, and fashioned something just a tad smaller than him.

“Un-fuckin-believable,” he grumbled.

“Don’t get upset,” she said. “I wanted some different sizes and thicknesses, y’know, for variety’s sake, but she persuaded me that you were the boyfriend and we should stay, like, faithful.” She wiggled her ass into his crotch.

There was a lot to unpack here, but he didn’t worry over it too much. “How was yesterday?”

“I healed and healed and healed and healed,” she muttered. “I’m beat.”

“Mizu said they got some hits in on Rachel.”

“Hm.”

“We need to get you a Revive.”

She shifted, struggled, and finally turned over. Her eyes were bloodshot and thick, dark circles formed bags beneath each one. Messy hair he could deal with, and some sniffles or bad breath. But like this, with her eyelids drooping and the dead expression… she looked like shit.

“We need a second healer,” he said. She was the only one doing all three days, and he knew what repeatedly draining your mana pool day after day could do to you. It had been, what… twelve days? Four rotations of three? He’d only done four, the twins had each done six, and Ashley had done all twelve.

“Prry soon wool guh Tinny… and Rayshull…” She didn’t have the energy to finish that thought, apparently, because her words trailed off into mushy jibberish. Even though some other muttered nonsense came out of her mouth, it was clear she was already asleep.

Pretty soon we’ll get Tinniel and Rachel up to speed, he thought. But they definitely wouldn’t if Ashley couldn’t handle healing them.


Interlude II- Finish Him

Omega wiped blood from his lip and stared out through one swollen eye at the strange, huge man in the red suit and hat. Around them, the fans were cheering and screaming, but a large contingent of them were Red Army soldiers. They watched with intent, silent expressions. Would they try to shoot Omega, if it looked like their boss was going to lose?

And then behind all the cheering crowds were the snowy streets of Moscow. This was the final act, to turn this one on one fighting competition into a Gallantir-controlled zone. He’d fought others: a huge Kazakh wrestler who’d tried to crush him to death in a bear hug, a psychopathic masked guy with three claws attached to one of his hands, and others. Each one had a gimmick: the American soldier with the beret, the face paint and the ridiculous leotard that was at least half camel toe was his personal favorite. He hadn’t needed to wait more than ten minutes once he’d bested her, before she showed up at his tour bus wanting a rematch.

He’d given her a pile driver.

Siya had watched with keen interest while the American soldier girl submitted to him utterly and completely. Callie, her name was. She’d simply ripped open the door to the tour bus, barged in, and froze when he turned to behold her, stark naked.

All the fight had gone out of her then. No, at that point, she’d bowed to the power of his seemingly magical cock, like all the others had. Omega was the end of women’s resistance, their willpower, sometimes their virginities.

She’d actually backed away from him, never taking her eyes off the club swinging between his legs. It was like Omega had a cobra in his pants and it would bite her.

He agreed to the rematch, if she could first conquer his cock. And he had to hand it to Siya, for having his back on this one; Callie wouldn’t have taken him up on this offer if Siya hadn’t goaded her into it.

“Absolutely not. That’s fucking disgusting,” Callie told him.

He was about to shrug and dismiss her when Siya spoke up.

“You can fight to unconsciousness but you can’t handle a little dick?” she’d mockingly asked.

The green beret got the look of determination on her face, and pointed dramatically down at his midsection. “I’ll do it. And then I’ll wreck you on the streets.”

“I like her,” Siya said, and moved several chairs closer to get a better view. She also shucked her panties and skirt as she approached, which joined a haphazard collection of women’s clothing on the bus’s carpet.

He wondered how Callie felt three minutes later when he held her by the waist, completely upside down, her mouth stuffed with cock and her pussy full of his tongue and fingers. She certainly, after five minutes of that, didn’t seem to know what was going on. The suddenness and his skill had dazed her.

He set her down and had the head sliding back and forth over her slit several times before her eyes popped open and she gave out a loud, “Wait!”

Omega did not wait. Omega was the end of all coherent speech. The moment he drove into her she threw her head back and groaned like she’d just been shot. Omega was the end of protest. He began to piston in and out of the soldier girl immediately, and she made no sound except for grunts.

He loved her trim body and her huge, muscular thighs. She was like Siya in a way, from the waist down anyhow. Unlike Siya, she couldn’t handle the size of him.

“Ugh… fuck… stop… wait…” she tried. He declined. Instead, he slapped away her protesting hand and pulled one thick thigh up the length of his body. This gave him the best leverage to saw himself in and out of her.

She only let out a single loud, “Uggggghhhhh,” after this.

Her tits had come free of the green leotard and now flopped up and down with each thrust of his mighty tool, while she clawed at the bed for some way to get up. He didn’t let her. Instead he thrust down, and leaned in against her, testing out her flexibility. She was basically doing the splits now, her leg flat against her trim torso.

The squelching sound of sex was the only sound now; Callie’s eyes had unfocused and her jaw hung slack. She was drooling. Maybe she had climaxed, but perhaps not. He didn’t care.

Instead, grabbing onto her long braided pigtails, he pulled her head uncomfortably and forced her to arch her back.

“You belong to Omega now,” he told her quietly.

“Gugghhh,” she responded, shaking her head ever so slightly. As if she could manage no more.

“I will ruin this pussy of yours whenever I wish,” he told her.

“Cuh…” she whispered. “Cumming.”

He fucked her, hard. He spanked her nearly as hard. He pulled on her hair and whispered that she would never have another man his size. She would never forget him. She was ruined on other men. She would never derive pleasure from anyone but him. At one point she had half fallen off the bed, with only her lower half still on it, staring up at him like she’d found God, when he noticed the bulge appearing in her trim stomach each time he thrust inside.

Ten minutes of slapping flesh on flesh later, she finally nodded mutely when he told her she belonged to him. And when he told her he was going to give her his seed, she managed two words.

“Do it.”

***

It was some three days later.

The boss of this… whatever you might call it, had just shadow teleported lightning fast toward him, and delivered a kick straight to Omega’s. This game… zone belonged to him. This system portion of the globe.

Of all the fighters Omega had taken on, this man was definitely the most dangerous. Attacks he sent after the man were blocked and dodged. He slid beneath Omega’s throwing knives.

Finally, with only a quarter of his health remaining, Omega reached within himself for more. He didn’t know what he needed exactly, but the magic some of the other combatants used was on his mind as he tensed every muscle in his body and summoned the willpower to keep fighting.

He needed… more.

His opponent was flying towards him, ready to pummel him into the dirt. Throw him over his shoulder, slam him into the dirt, pop his shoulder out of socket, rip his entire arm off, screaming the entire time. Except, now that he was summoning whatever was in the deepest wells of himself, Omega’s eye sharpened and time seemed to slow.

Pushing further and further, reaching for more, teeth gritted, fists balled, time slowed to a crawl and allowed him to take what it was he was asking for. For a long moment, he simply stared at the flying form of the general inching his way through the air and towards him.

With everything moving like this, he felt invulnerable, but he also knew this wasn’t going to last. He’d seen the time stops before, when he met the blue genie, and they never lasted forever.

Instead, he concentrated on the great, deep well he knew was inside himself. He had additional reserves, he had the magic somewhere inside him. All he needed to do was get a fistful of it like that Chinese Kung Fu martial artist, and make a fireball. Or breathe fire and stretch out like that yogi. There had to be a way to first see and feel the fire, then grab it up and throw it.

He screamed out loud, straining, pushing. The power lifted up in the well, closer. Almost within reach.

Would he surround himself with yellow flames? Make his hair turn into a brilliant blonde candle flame? Would his energy launch his opponent into orbit?

His scream became a primal thing, a force to be reckoned with, and the energy inside him bubbled over. It would recede immediately afterwards, and remain tantalizingly out of reach, but for now he had it. Just enough to use.

With just a hint of his full potential, Omega surrounded himself with a black aura and wrenched downward. Beneath the general, a huge black Omega symbol appeared. The immediate effect was to halt the general mid jump, and the next was to pull him to the ground.

The general seemed to change course midair and slam into the ground, where tendrils of black energy looped around his ankles and wrists.

It wouldn’t last, but Omega was used to this. The fireballs and magic effects of the other opponents never lasted long. Hell, his Gallantir effects never went over a few seconds.

He launched forward with a flurry of blows while the general was held fast, connecting three times before the commentators could get over their amazement and begin shouting about what was happening. He grabbed the general by the hair and slammed his face into his knee. Finally, getting two hands into the general’s tight military coat, he threw the man over his shoulder and slammed him down into the pavement. He was still surrounded by enough of a that power that the general’s back actually cracked the concrete.

The call came down was not anything he’d heard from the announcers before.

“FINISH HIM,” the call came. The words seemed to drip with blood and the promise of death.

Omega stomped down on the general’s throat. The red hat had fallen from his head, revealing his eyes for the first time. Omega was looking into the eyes of a dead man.

Blood came out of the general’s mouth and his body spasmed.

“FATALITY,” the announcer called.

He celebrated by smashing the new girl Callie when he returned. She complained that he had broken her pussy, but she got wet just the same, from him stalking toward her and then lifting her up bodily to get his face between her legs. She kept grunting and telling him he was so good, so fucking good, so when she was begging him to fuck her, he obliged her.

He took her hard and fast, staring at Siya the whole time. She writhed and hunched under him, clutching the bedsheets and crying out over and over again.

“I like her,” Siya said.

“Yeah?” This meant that pretty soon, Siya was going to smother the poor girl with her pussy and ride her face until she nearly passed out.

“She has a really nice ass.”

Omega had her up and on her knees a second later, and was deep, deep inside her two seconds after that. Again and again he crushed up against something inside the former soldier-turned-sex pet, and though she made pained sounds through gritted teeth, she never once told him he was too big or that he had to stop before she tore in half. She was almost on par with Siya herself. Not long after that, he got his hands behind her knees and lifted her bodily off the bed. Her arms automatically reached behind her and held him fast, but he had so much more muscle than he’d had before. He continued to saw in and out of her, and she continued to take it like a champ.

When he could finally take no more and came, the pressure of her bodyweight vanished from his hands. Her soft ass and sweaty back vanished from off his chest and abs.

Hovering just above where she’d been a second ago was a diamond-shaped crystal, pulsing with a soft inner glow, and slowly rotating.

“What the—”

“—fuck?” Siya finished for him.


8- Until Further Notice

The ship left land behind, and the coastline stretched out into the distance. The ocean, for a long time, seemed immune to the apocalypse that had overcome the earth in the past several months. On the second day, they spotted a flock of flying fish the size of bicycles, and the sharks the size of school buses leaping out of the surf to try to catch them. The following day they spied something like a kraken, which had a large skyship in its clutches.

Mizu wanted a crack at the kraken.

“Nope,” Ashley said. “No. No way.”

“We don’t have enough mobility,” Rachel said.

“We don’t have any water breathing spells or abilities,” Ash remarked.

“Or water walking?” Evie asked.

“Correct.”

“I’ll be all right,” Mizu said, and all eyes turned her way. “Netsu won’t.”

“Yeah, let’s not,” Ash said, and they left whoever was in the kraken’s clutches to whatever fate had in store for them.

This caused a somber, disconsolate air to fall over the ship, and everybody stayed quiet for the remainder of the day. Except Aria, who could be heard whistling, singing or talking down in the galley in between shops of the cleaver. She was a single ray of sunshine in an otherwise shitty storm-filled day.

Eventually her sandwiches warmed everybody’s spirits, and when a pack of invisible air elemental creatures swooped down to try choking them to death, they were able to handle them without much difficulty. Boiling Blood did a lot of the damage back at them, and Ashley promptly healed them from air slashes. A combination of Exploding Multi-Arrow out of Tinniel, inky black Revealing Shots from Evie, magical melee attacks from Rachel, Mizu and Netsu, and of course the trusty Fireball dealt with them.

On the third day out, they came upon a city, the first since leaving land behind.

“Is that…” Aria asked.

“It’s not,” Evie said, which prompted the goblin to laugh so much she fell over.

“Do you have any idea what I was about to say?” she asked.

Evie shrugged and gave her a raised eyebrow with her sly grin. “To be honest, no.”

“I was going to say it looks like a post-apocalyptic city out of a movie I saw once. Expensive movie, not that great.”

“Not great? Why?”

“The guy peed into a coffee machine and it filtered his pee into drinkable water. It didn’t get better from there.”

There was a chorus of disgusted noises from the ladies.

The ‘city’ did rise straight out of the water on enormous stilts, and between each of those stilts, the people had used planks from shipwrecks, or nets woven from gods-knew-what. Most of the stilts themselves supported a single building, though the central stilt spawned several other stilts for an elevated sort of market square, city center area. It had no central organization and looked like it just grew, piece by piece, from the center outwards, from whatever happened to end up there. The whole thing screamed MMORPG spawn point for a later stage of the game.

A couple of outer stilts ended in large platforms that could accommodate skyships, and these had small warehouses nearby for loading and unloading goods. A visit from a dock master and several guards later, they directed the Wind Runner to dock at one of the smaller outer platforms. Ash was pleased to find the dock master was actually a dock mistress, and quite a good-looking one at that. The guards were also female, and appeared interested in taking a look at the ship. She was, after all, freshly painted, or rather freshly upgraded with custom filigree and paint. She was a masterpiece indeed.

“All right, folks,” he said, after he’d paid the docking fee and also arranged for the ship to get a nice, thorough washing. “We are here no more than two days, before we get back in the sky. Everybody okay?”

They nodded, eager to spend the cash they’d gotten from the different leveling up adventures they’d gone on. Aria wanted to stay aboard and blanket it in her NPC power, which really meant she wanted Ash to come by sometime and butter her muffins at his first available opportunity. She gave him a wink, and he returned with thumbs up, which turned into finger guns.

“You sure know how to sweet talk a girl,” she told him, and slapped his butt as he turned to leave.

He left Waffles with her, to help protect the ship and give him a heads up if any of the townsfolk got it into their heads to do something they would regret for a very short time before shuffling off this mortal coil. The dopey golden retriever with the capacity to cast all of his spells was soon on the receiving end of chin and belly scratches.

Ashley sagged against Evie’s shoulder, and soon enough he had caught up with them, and hoisted his girlfriend onto his back.

“Somebody’s dead tired,” Evie said.

“I know it,” he told her.

“She hasn’t even gotten any of that good deep dick she desperately needs.” There was no way he could miss the chiding tone directed at him. He was in no mood to be lectured or judged, but he supposed this was on him. They chatted as they walked, heading into town and away from the loose perimeter of landing pads.

He stifled an angry response and made sure to keep his cool. “If we can get a second healer—”

He cut off as the quest came up in front of his face.

“What the—”

Story Quest: Discover the Problem. Something feels off about this town. Figure out what it is. The issue must be uncovered before it can be addressed. 0/1.

Reward: random monetary reward, class card reward, racial card reward, +further Quest options.

Note: This quest must be completed before you may leave the city.

“What do you make of that?” he asked Evie.

They’d missed something. Mizu and Rachel came trotting back up, and from a different direction, Netsu, Tinniel, and Aria turned and jogged back over.

“The city’s been infested by some kind of mind-controlling parasites?” Evie guessed.

“Um… what?” Tinniel asked, and started to glance around in a panic. There weren’t many people in this town, and all of them were staring at the adventuring party. Some of them withdrew into their small houses, closing shutters, while others headed off with several suspicious glances.

“They’re cannibals?” Evie tried.

“They’re all women,” Rachel said.

“Oh… well that’s their problem,” Evie replied happily. “This is a job for Ash! Go forth, young man, and conquer this town.”

“Um…” Rachel said.

“What?”

“The quest hasn’t advanced,” she said. “It’s not on account of the only women thing.”

“Well then… Ash, go forth and figure out what the problem is… with your dick!”

“Can we slow it down a little?” he asked. He wasn’t here to have sex with every available woman of age in the town, though he had to admit the idea was a fun one. The secretive Amazon civilization that would take any man they could find and fuck him silly to sire a new generation of Amazons, now that was something he could be down for. After that, it could really go two ways: one, they would reward him with riches and all the best foods, then send him on his way for the job well done. Two, they would murder him.

This probably wasn’t that, but Evie wasn’t wrong. He did have an obscenely high Hearts and Charming level, and could work his magic on someone in order to garner some intel.

“Until we know what’s going on,” he said, “we’re sticking together. One group of all of you. Nobody gets left to sleep it off alone. Post a watch. Move together to shop, get food, buy supplies for the next leg of the journey, all of it.”

“What about Ashley?” Evie asked.

“I’ll… you can take her, right? If I’m going to investigate with my manly prowess, I can’t have my girlfriend right there watching me hit on women.”

They shared a number of looks and reluctantly took the snoring Ashley off his back. The twins slung an arm over each shoulder and they headed off towards what looked like a tavern or inn.

He hoped this wasn’t a situation of hypnosis or siren song. Or worse, if there was a magic gender-changing field surrounding the town that turned him into a woman. Or a land of the lotus eaters thing, where they ate food and forgot all about why they’d come here.

That wouldn’t explain the lack of males.

This sort of thinking wasn’t getting them anywhere, so he turned to head back to the ship, and froze.

The platform was the same. They had gotten less than fifty meters away from the ship, turned a corner, turned back, and now it was gone.

Okay, there was the problem. Without a ship, they definitely weren’t going anywhere.

Quest Progress: Discover the Problem. Something feels off about this town. It turns out the denizens of the city need the Wind Runner for some purpose. The ship has disappeared. 1/1.

Now it’s vital to find the ship. 0/1.

It’s also important to find out what the townsfolk mean to do with it. 0/1.

Reward: random monetary reward, class card reward, racial card reward, +further Quest options.

Note: This quest must be completed before you may leave the city.

He was running fast enough to the platform that when he hit the invisible wall of force, he took 10 hp’s worth of damage. Rebounding off the wall, he ended up rolling down several low stairs leading up to the platform itself, and coming up with a broken, bleeding nose.

“What the—”

The barrier was impenetrable. He pressed his hand against it and took another damage, then 2 more before he was forced to pull his hand away. Delayed Dispel didn’t work. It wasn’t like he could see the ship behind a glowing dome of magic; the illusion was of an empty platform. This, and the inability to use Dispel on it, meant that the ship was there. It was directly in front of him, and he was without wingpacks to fly up above the shield.

He jumped up and slapped the shield as high up as he could, and took another damage some twelve feet up. Then, starting to get angry at how they’d been played by these charlatans, he flung a Fireball at it. He was just far enough away that he only took half damage when the fireball rebounded off the shield directly back at him. He hadn’t taken so much damage, but his pride was hurt, and he was getting to the point where he might do something really stupid if he stayed here.

Walking away from the problem was the best, right now. He’d get more information with Tinniel scouting up high, or maybe using Telekinesis to fling himself up there. He stopped and looked back, hoping to see a heatwave mirage flash or some indication that the ship really was there.

Nothing.

If he used Telekinesis, and the barrier extended up a long way, he’d only smash into it again, then take falling damage, either falling back down to the town or all the way into the ocean below.

“You’re not getting anywhere like this,” he muttered, and headed for the nearest tavern.

As he walked, the people disappeared. They closed their shutters, retreated into their houses, or dashed into alleys. The whole effect stopped being so irritating and started to become eerie. Were they really so afraid of him? He hadn’t even approached anybody wielding magic.

“Maybe they watched you try to fireball their magic shield,” he muttered to himself.

Well, it was time to turn on the charm and get some information. If there were indeed only women here, as it appeared, they’d succumb to the old Ash grin plus finger guns.

And so it was, a good twenty minutes of searching later, that he found basically nothing. Everyone was avoiding him. The irritation was back, in force.

“Where the fuck is there something to eat around here?” he asked the empty street. He briefly considered that their modus operandi might be to try and starve him out… if so, they were in for a rude awakening. He would burn this entire town to the ground before he let them fuck with him or his girls.

He ended up at the town’s square, which was also where the girls had gone. They were standing and turning in slow circles, looking at the small cluster of buildings that served as the majority of the ‘city,’ if it could be called that, and talking in hushed tones.

The largest building in the center was obviously the temple, but even it was shut to them. Second largest, across from the temple, stood an official looking building that was essentially a downed skyship with a large hole in the bow to admit people. Extensive carpentry had been done to fit a set of double doors into this hole, making an entryway overhung by the ship and still looking officious.

The doors, amazingly enough, were open.

“So that’s where we’re going,” he said, after a brief explanation of all the nothing he’d discovered so far.

“Don’t you need healing?” Netsu asked quietly.

“I’m not going to bother Ashley with a few hit points’ worth of damage,” he said, and wondered just how bad he was bleeding from the nose. This nosebleed might create the wrong impression, but he was letting his anger at this weird situation get past his better judgement. This was supposed to be a safe harbor, a place where they wouldn’t need to deal with Random Encounters. Instead his ship (their ship) had been stolen right out from under his nose.

“Let’s go in together,” Rachel suggested, appearing far more fearful than she needed to.

“I got this,” he said, and headed in.

Despite their protests, he marched right up the stairs to the quite interesting alcove leading to the open doors.

As he passed (with the girls following along), Ash had a long look at the seashells and pearls set into the doors in intricate patterns. The seashells had all been painted a silvery color, which was striking against the blue of the door. A similarly dyed blue rug with silver trim ran back to where a woman stood at the top of the stairs.

Ash didn’t stop because she had her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face. He didn’t even let his anger get the better of him. When Evie and Mizu started to demand just what in the fuck was going on, he held a hand out to one side and they fell silent.

The woman was… interesting. She had slightly blue skin, large glassy eyes, and where her hair should’ve been was a tangled mess of seaweed, with a fin rising up from the center of her head. All four extremities had patches of silvery scales and fins on them, which flexed and flattened against her forearms and the sides of her calf muscles, like they were breathing. She wore what had once been a nice, beautiful dress. That had either been a long time ago, or several battles with other people who landed here. Now the black or deep purple dress was a faded, unraveling mess with several small holes showing off more blue skin and scales.

He ignored the odd face and gave her a smile, happy that at least she didn’t smell fishy. “Greetings!” he called, with forced cheer.

“Hello, travelers. It’s my great pleasure to welcome you to Oceanopolis,” the woman said, though she didn’t look happy in the slightest. “You’re… one male with… seven females?” Her frown deepened.

“I’m enough for them,” he said. “Now, before anything else, I’d like to know where our ship is and how we can interact with this town peacefully.” He put a little extra oomph behind the word ‘peacefully’ hoping that she would understand the implication: he could bust down people’s doors if he had to, and start demanding answers. He was technically a nice guy, but only because the circumstances hadn’t forced him to be an asshole.

“I am Fenniar,” she said. “Now, I will convey you—”

“Nope,” he declared.

Her eyes widened and shock replaced her earlier annoyance. “What?”

“When I said ‘I’d like to know where our ship is,’ what I really meant was ‘you’re going to tell me where our ship is before anything else happens, and there will be no negotiations on that point.”

Fenniar took a deep breath and let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Your ship is being held by our governing council, pending the outcome of this meeting and any subsequent actions taken by your crew.”

Now that was a hell of a sentence. “If this meeting doesn’t go in a way that is satisfactory to the governing council,” she went on, “the council will break the ship down and use it to expand the town.”

Quest Progress: Discover the Problem. Something feels off about this town. It turns out the denizens of the city need the Wind Runner for some purpose. The ship has disappeared. 1/1.

Now it’s vital to find the ship. It is being held by the governing council of the town, until further notice, in an undisclosed location, which is probably just the platform you flew in on. Unfortunately there’s a powerful magical shield blocking you from seeing or getting to it. 1/1.

The townsfolk mean to use the ship as building supplies for their town, in the event they don’t get whatever it is they want. 1/1.

Figure out what it is the townsfolk want, to free your ship, reunited with your ally Aria, and receive the supplies you need to continue adventuring. 0/1.

Reward: random monetary reward, class card reward, racial card reward, +further Quest options.

Note: This quest must be completed before you may leave the city.

“I’m good at meetings,” he said. “Let’s meet.”

He intended to give this governing council a very clearly articulated piece of his mind. He had many expletives in store for them.

“Know this,” she said. “You have a fey capable of flight and attempting to investigate the whereabouts of your ship. She is not to do so. And if anyone remains aboard who resists, this significantly worsens your chances of getting your ship, or making it out of here alive.”

Ash swallowed the retort that rose to the fore. He strongly resisted the urge to resist and significantly worsen their chances of making it out of here alive.

“These fucking people,” Evie muttered. From her place in the crystal ball set into Evie’s backpack, Kayle Jai groaned.

“Whatever you do, don’t say that to them,” she told Evie.


9- Only The Touch Of A Man

Ash tried checkin in with Aria, again, while moving through the huge ship’s insides. He sent his senses out and this time connected with Waffles, who immediately perked up.

“What’s going on, boy?” Aria asked.

The magical barrier prevented him from fully taking over his familiar’s movements, which was annoying. Waffles whined, a pitiful and worried sound.

“I know,” Aria said, and stroked his head. “I know, but don’t worry. They’ll figure out what’s happening and stop it.”

Ash could feel the doggo’s tail thumping against the decking.

Aria froze. “Wait a second… you can transmit anything you hear and see to Ash, can’t you? I always forget that, and just treat you like a plain old puppers. Ash, can you hear me?”

She waited for a response, but there was nothing.

“Bark once for yes and twice for no?”

Waffles remained quiet, and instead cocked his head at her.

“Wait… you can’t talk, can you?” She rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t explain all his abilities. I have no idea what you can and can’t do. Okay, um… let’s just assume you can transmit information to Ash, but can’t show me.”

She leaped to her feet, grinning her sharp toothed goblin smile. “Come on, boy! Let’s go up on deck and show your papa what we can see from in here.”

The golden retriever, of course, followed his sexy goblin up the stairs out of the galley and up onto the deck, bounding the whole way. He was just about as tall as his goblin galley rat, and Ash wondered if she could ride him into battle… or out to safety.

Up on deck, the source of the magic was much clearer. A large circle of octopus ink made up what he understood was a runic circle, a circle of spellcasting power. He’d seen this kind of thing made by Evie in the quest to rid the land of He Who Slumbers, but dug out and rendered in gold by Evie’s inventions. This had taken a shit ton of octopus ink, scrawled first into a circle, then a smaller inner circle some half a meter closer. Inside that ring of power, more octopus ink formed runes of power, and between those runes sat a number of objects straight out of the sea: shells, sand dollars, starfish, shark’s teeth. More.

Several robed young women of different sizes were chanting, or dipping brushes into paint buckets of octopus ink to reinforce the runes. On this side of the ship, there were already around a dozen, which meant maybe twenty-five of them working in concert. Two of them stood in their blue and gray robes, staring up at Aria on deck. Not moving, not acting, simply watching her.

Waffles, for the first time, growled.

“You’re all right,” she said. “They haven’t attacked us. I don’t think they will, either.”

It was without much fanfare that Ash and the ladies were escorted through the heavily modified ship’s underbelly and up into the expansive aft castle. This was clearly the governing council’s chamber of governance. It seemed more like a courtroom than anything else, with five seats raised high above the main floor. The figures seated upon them were imperious and stoic.

They were also old sea hags and were hideously deformed. They had whatever Fenniar had, but had had it for much longer. One of them looked like an octopus in human form: bulbous head, eyes with W-shaped pupils, and writhing tentacles slapping at her desk and hanging onto the high-backed chair. Her skin changed colors and textures as they filed into the large room. The only indication she was female was the generous pair of breasts held by another frayed and unraveling piece of clothing.

The second had skin like several starfish he’d seen, pinkish red and pebbly, but had retained the humanoid shape of her head at least. Her hair was thick, drooping tentacles, like dreadlocks made of semi-translucent salmon-hued skin. The third looked more seahorse than woman, though she retained arms instead of weak, tiny fins on each side. She alone had stood up and turned her long beaky face to peer down at the newcomers, while the others remained seated. Brown and green bands covered every visible inch of her body.

The last two were basically fish, with silvery scales on one and the barest hint of a nose, and mottled seabed-colored scales on the other, like an anglerfish. The last one’s hair even wiggled and writhed like it was under water, and on the end of an anglerfish’s lure.

Again, though he knew this place should stink of rotting fish, he was pleased to breathe in only the salt scent of the sea, along with some incense wafting in from either side of the door, and positioned intermittently around the large room.

“You are male,” the octopus woman said. “Your counterparts are all female.”

“So long as we’re in the business of pointing out the obvious, you’re holding my ship hostage,” he said.

They all exchanged glances, and Ash was struck with the urge to apologize. He needed to keep his cool here, and wasn’t doing well at it.

Ash had melded together Jack Be Quick with another copy of itself, and come out with a card called Jacked Up. This followed Jack of All Trades and Jack Be Nimble, and the double rare version had come with a surprising ability: he could boost any one skill to the highest level of any other skill. Jack Be Quick had always been on the list of cards to replace until the moment it transformed into Jacked Up.

He put on Jacked Up, and boosted his Hearts up to where his Diamonds skill sat, at Grandmaster level 1. “Before we move on,” he said, “I need to know that my ship and my crewmate aboard the ship is safe.”

Thankfully, Evie had Kayle the blue mage set into a special device in her backpack, which was really not much more than artifice crafting materials she picked up everywhere she went. He thought he would probably need the advice of the very experienced blue mage before this was over.

“We will release your ship to your custody,” she said, “and we will likewise open the town’s businesses to you…”

“…provided you can help us with our plight,” the anglerfish woman said.

“What choice do we have?” Ash asked.

“You are within your rights to attempt to reclaim your ship, though doing so will doom it to destruction,” the starfish woman said.

“Get on with your deal then,” he growled. “I’m not the type of person who responds well to having my people taken hostage. Let’s hear what you want.”

The octopus woman leaned forward, or seemed to ooze forward in her seat, such that several tentacles wriggled over the edge and back up again. The words, likewise, seemed to drip out of her.

“We are held by an ancient curse that slowly turns us into hideous monstrosities.” She paused from her burbling to give the other four a chance to nod, which they did.

“Only the touch of a man,” he breathed. “Only the touch of a man.”

“Only the touch of a healthy male can—” the octopus lady froze as he whooped for joy, pumped a fist in the air, leapt up, then settled onto his knees in a deft little slide.

The five fish women shared a look.

“Excuse me, what just happened?”

“I accept the task,” he said.

On Evie’s backpack, Kayle Jai was cursing and swearing again. Yeah, well, fuck her. Or rather, don’t fuck her while he instead fucked these weird fish ladies instead.

“I can’t believe this,” Rachel muttered.

“I can,” Evie told her. “This is how Ash solves problems.”

“But just for the sake of clarity, please finish what you were about to say.”

“Only the touch of a healthy male can restore us to our forms and our beauty,” the octopus lady finished.

He had Supercasanova, which would make his body compatible with each of theirs, so that wasn’t a problem. It would also boost pleasure from sex for both parties. Two of these ladies had tentacles sucker things, and that interested him. Plus, he would grab even more xp from the relationship boosting from Master of Haremonies.

At that point, Coins (Sly) pinged that he had succeeded a check, but just barely, and that something wasn’t right here. There was something they weren’t about to tell him.”

“Counter offer,” he said.

The anglerfish lady, who already looked to be one gigantic frown, frowned even deeper, even though that seemed impossible. It was like her head was going to slide off one side or the other. “You have already accepted.”

“And I’m a man of my word. However, there are conditions.” He rushed on, before they could give him some shit. “One, my female companions are given access to the ship. They need to see that our final companion is still alive and well, and the ship hasn’t been tampered with. If something has happened to the ship, the deal is off. Second, they need to secure provisions for the eventual journey, so the town is to be opened to them.”

They would need to figure out why there weren’t any males in this town, at all, and that would give them the opportunity to work up a plan to free him, if they somehow chained him up and ran a constant twenty-four hour train on him… which sounded awesome.

Also, who wouldn’t want to be responsible for single-handedly sexing this town back to normal? Luck Be A Lady was a boon he now had attached to his character sheet and he couldn’t have been more thrilled.

“Do you accept my conditions?” he asked.

They conferred in quiet, but their argument was short-lived.

“And if we refuse your conditions?” the silvery fish lady asked.

“You’ll find out what malicious compliance used to mean, where I’m from.”

***

“This is critical,” he said, and cast a glance at the tiny blue mage. “The first thing you need to do is make sure nothing happened to Aria or the ship. We need to be able to leave if things go sideways.” They would, he was pretty sure of that much. “Second, we need to know the conditions of this curse, and whether it affects the whole town. If there’s a way to break it, that would be best.”

Kayle Jai was nodding to him, and that both frustrated him and made him feel elated. So he was smart enough to impress a reality-crossing super mage. On the other hand, he didn’t want or need her approval.

Eventually the fish ladies had agreed to his conditions, though they were adamant that none of his women were to go where the townsfolk asked them, for privacy’s sake. Shops, inns, the taverns and the temple would be opened to them, along with the warehouse and the platform where Wind Runner had docked.

After that short conference, he turned back to the five, rubbing his hands together and grinning gleefully at them. “So… how do we get this party started?”

They cast uncertain glances at one another and once again conferred. The anglerfish lady seemed most upset with whatever was said, but she had resting anglerfish face. This made it hard to tell what was natural and what was disappointment with the discussion. Of the five, she seemed the oldest somehow, like her skin was drooping and cracked where he could see it, but again… anglerfish. It could’ve just as easily been a function of fish.

“We are happy to entertain your preference,” the starfish lady said, standing. The fish woman and the octopus woman also stood and stepped—slithered, in the case of the octopus woman—down from their chairs and down the several steps of the dais to his level.

“Please call me Stepha,” the starfish woman said.

“Octania,” the octopus woman said.

“Fennelle,” the fish woman said.

“That seems entirely too convenient,” he muttered.

“You must understand,” Stepha told him, “our names will likely return to us as the curse is reversed. For now we fight against the impulses that seep into our personalities as time goes on, and the transformation deepens.”

He nodded. “And I’ll just… not ask about your other two companions.”

“They will need your attentions after the three of us,” Fennelle told him.

“I could just take a turn with each of you,” he said.

“Ah… that won’t be possible,” Octania said. “Please, think nothing of it, and choose which of us who may begin the process. You seem eager to begin, and you will find we are the same.”

He didn’t question it, but instead shrugged. “I’ll have a round with each of the three of you,” he said.

“This is agreeable,” Stepha said.

“Good,” he said. “Then you first?”

The smile she gave him was one of profound relief and thanks, which told him he was about do to the right thing. She was confused, though, about why he would want to take her on a stroll around the town. She did accept, though, and soon had her arm looped around his on their way between platforms.

Beneath her ragged dress, Stepha’s body was covered in the same pinkish red, pebbled skin you’d find on a lot of starfish you’d find in documentaries, though her arms tapered town and ended into hands that weren’t really hands. She glanced sideways at him while they talked, and when she noticed he was checking her out, she smiled and put some extra hip action into her step.

The dress might be old and tattered, but it hugged her frame, and that frame was excellently shaped. The dress accentuated her heart-shaped butt nicely. A tear up one side revealed long, toned legs and he enjoyed seeing the sliver of her skin appear and disappear as she walked.

“And you’re sure this isn’t just a ploy to get some free sex from anyone that ends up coming to your town?” he joked lightly.

She did an unconscious tuck of her hair behind her ear, when her only hair was fleshy dreadlocks, and ducked her head. “Oh, oh no. The curse really is terrible. I’m ugly like this.”

“Different isn’t ugly,” he told her. “You’re in great shape.”

She regarded him. “You really believe that, do you?”

He just smiled in return.

“To defeat this curse, are we supposed to be on a blood-drenched altar or something? Or can we enjoy a nice, soft bed?”

“You’re not like I imagined you’d be,” she said. When he shrugged and didn’t answer, she went on. “I thought for sure you would attempt to attack us, or you would reject us. Many do. Most, if I’m being honest.”

“If you’re being honest,” he asked, “What happens to the ones who don’t reject you?”

She didn’t answer, and that was telling. When she finally opened her mouth, he knew a lie was going to be the result, so he waved off the answer. They expected him to be stuck here, or die, or morph into a woman or something. It didn’t matter what she said, she wouldn’t admit the truth.

Not yet anyway.

He laughed it off with false bravado. “No worries!” The girls would get investigating and figure out the situation, and how to help get him free. “Let’s add some candles and food to this little soiree and see if we can’t reclaim the mood.

She knew all the best places in town, and took his hand to escort him to the nearest one. Her skin was springy and a little rubbery, but smooth, and he gave her hand a squeeze when they entered a building that gave an amazing view of the setting sun. The look she gave him broke his heart a little, with how sincerely astonished she appeared, and the amount of guilt that look also contained.

It was in this look that he realized two things. One, she was legitimately under a curse and wanted him, only for the ability to turn back into a real person once again. Two, the process of using his body to reverse the effects of this curse was going to kill him.


10- Seffie Becomes

It wasn’t likely to happen with Stepha the starfish lady. It wasn’t even likely to happen in a few days or a week… but the process was going to kill him. Perhaps he would end up drained of his life force, slowly and surely over the course of days or weeks. Maybe they would try to claim that the process would never be complete, and show him down to a dungeon where they had the corpses of the other males who had ever come here, chained up and drained of all life.

Perhaps it wouldn’t happen until he was with seahorse and anglerfish lady. He tried to remember facts about the two animals, wondering how much the transformation applied. Like… octopuses used a sex tentacle, sticking the thing in the females head and injecting sperm straight into it, behind the lady’s eye. Was that something he would be expected to do, once he was with octopus lady?

Seahorses… the female injected the male with eggs, and then the male got pregnant. He was pretty sure they were one of the few species where males gave birth.

Now it seemed more likely that seahorse and anglerfish lady were somehow bad for his health, and that the process of relieving Stepha of her curse burden would be a nice and enjoyable process. The last two would not.

What couldn’t he remember about anglerfish?

Stepha squeezed his hand and brought him back to the present, where tavern staff was busying themselves trying to turn the simple and inelegant ship’s hull interior into something more romantic.

While they walked, he enjoyed a lot of free experience from Master of Haremonies. Together with his Gift of Gab boon for being a Bard, he had gained a whole lot more Relationship points than he otherwise would have. Each positive interaction would end up being +4 higher because of Gift of Gab. Any negative Relationship penalties would be blunted by that much, unless he wanted enemies.

He’d gotten only +3 with all five of them, but that turned into +7 points instead, and +1 from the seneschal Fenniar, which became +5 instead. That made him remain strangers with Fenniar, and only gave him 500 xp, but he got 3500 from the Relationship gains from the others, and 500 each for becoming Acquaintances. This ended up being a total of 7500 xp, which was not a bad haul for a simple interaction. Although in the grand scheme of things that wasn’t anything to speak of with the way his levels were now, it was most of a level for Bard. He wasn’t about to go bad mouthing free experience points.

“It’s not nice to demand this of you, I know,” Stepha told him. She hadn’t released his hand, like maybe he would run for it if she let him go. “It’s not okay to hide your ship like that. I’m really sorry.”

“I know,” he said. “You are free to free my people and my ship at any time, you know.”

She bit her strange lip, eyes downcast.

“Enough of that,” he said. “Tell me about yourself. What happened before this curse? What was your life like?”

“We… my whole family shipwrecked here,” she said. “It was nothing but a floating patch of garbage at first. We had to fish every day, and harvest algae and seaweed. Avoid storms. Life wasn’t easy for a twelve year old in a settlement of twenty-two people. There was only one other person my age, and there was no fun. No childhood.” She smiled again, that pained smile, this one reminiscent and without the guilt of what her people were perpetrating on him.

“But you persevered?”

“Of course. We prayed for good weather and because of the magic of this place, we were spared. We prayed for good harvests, and got them. We prayed and prayed, and got what we wished for.”

A monkey’s paw situation? Had they prayed to some entity like He Who Slumbers and the price was them transforming into fish people?

“Eventually we sank the anchor deep enough that we struck land and stuck here.” It was shallow enough to dive and gather from the sea bed. They carted up buckets of earth, and started tiny farms with seeds from magic, or one of the shipwrecks. They survived, and then they prospered.

“Amazing.”

She squeezed his hand this time. “What about you? What kind of adventures have you been up to?”

He grinned and launched into an abbreviated version of all the nonsense he’d been up to. He started just after the business with the red and blue mages making the apocalypse a thing: hearing Ashley, saving her, buying a ship from that fantastic swindler Ray Eastman, getting Evie and her brother aboard the ship, heading down to Mexicali, owlbears, getting trapped in a magic item, burning down the shop… and all that happened afterwards. She wouldn’t understand the shit with Nova Corridor, so he papered it over with a skin of high fantasy: helping save a community of refugees from marauding monsters, then having one of those monsters aboard his ship when they got Lucifer and his son to safety. From there… more and more weirdness.

She was astonished and impressed, and kept stroking his forearm with a finger, rubbing the palm of his hand while he gestured and went off about this or that detail of the last several months. He had her completely enraptured, and enjoyed the gasps of amazement or worry when he delved into this or that brush with death. It was like she didn’t understand that he was sitting right in front of her, and he might retroactively die if he told it that way in the story. Her reactions were endearing and cute, and she seemed more a person and less an enemy holding his life hostage as their date drew onward.

Now that He Who Slumbers was a thing of the past, he didn’t have a problem talking about the weird experience of being the messiah figure for an entire cult, and harvesting both Faith and Devotion, which were somehow different, as resources. The whole thing had been a veil over his vision, making priests into monsters, and townsfolk into potential converts to his fake religion.

During that time the food arrived, which was clearly simple tavern fare but gussied up to look a bit nicer than the stew, bread and sharp cheese it was.

He tried to be both animated and good-mannered, making sure not to dribble food or spit beer at her while talking.

She stared into his face with fathomless blue eyes, which seemed the turquoise around beaches at the Seychelles, and other parts the deep ultramarine of the waters of the Marianas. She already looked more human, though that didn’t matter to him. She was dragging a series of tiny suction cups over his skin, back and forth, and it felt wondrous. She was also smiling a completely mesmerized smile, staring into his face like he was totally unknown.

“Hey,” he said suddenly. “Do you want to skip all this and just head somewhere more private?”

To her credit, Stepha hesitated for only a second before agreeing. “I… yes.”

He was determined to make her feel like this was the first and only time she’d ever been with a man, and she either played along, or was genuinely thrilled to be with him.

She then giggled, really giggled, when he swept her into his arms and headed to the stairs. He gazed into her eyes, ignoring the frantic tavern keeper sprinting up the stairs, edging around them, then unlocking and holding the door open for them.

“This is how it can be,” she breathed.

“It can,” he told her, and dipped in for a kiss as they crossed the threshold.

A minute later they were passionately making out, with Ash loving the strange and rubbery feel of her lips and skin. She disrobed him, backing into the room, and he allowed this, but soon he also had her simple dress unbelted and sliding down her shoulders to puddle on the floor.

“Oh,” she said, staring down at what she found ready to show her the touch of a man.

“Lay back,” he told her, and when she fell to the bed, he began with a quick massage. Her whole body seemed boneless, a hundred percent muscle, and also receptive to his touch. Moans came out of her, and soon she had the top sheet balled in her grip. Though she had a reddish and bumpy skin out front, he found hundreds and thousands of little suckers on the back of each leg. He didn’t bother trying to figure it out, but instead went on rubbing her springy flesh, loving the sounds of appreciating and the way she arched her back into the bed.

“You’d better not turn yourself inside out and eat me,” he told her, grinning down over her naked body.

“Never,” she groaned.

His massage continued up the insides of her thighs, and her moans became cries. Soon enough she had her eyes closed, head thrown back, and was gyrating her hips in slow circles. Now that she was naked, he could see an opening like human women, but this was filled with finger-like things. Since he had healing potions and didn’t mind getting hurt, though he thought perhaps she might have poison like a jellyfish. Oh well, he had the Full Revives.

She was boneless, and folded in half without any trouble. Below him, she continued to whimper and groan with the sheets balled up. Was it his imagination, or did she already look more flesh colored and less red? It looked like her hair was longer, silkier, thinner, with more strands. She looked even sexier now.

He pushed her knees into her chest and maneuvered himself to her opening. Her body kissed the tip of him, and he didn’t experience any paralysis. Instead, a bolt of pleasure surged through him and he pushed down and in.

“Ohh fuck,” he groaned.

The place he entered was in all ways different to every other women he’d had so far. He could feel every finger-like bump as he entered, moving out of the way to accommodate him. These weren’t hot and wet, like the rest of his girls, but cool and smooth. Taut and springy like the rest of her. He didn’t expect it to feel so good.

She cried out in ecstasy the moment his abs pressed against her ass and thighs, and began convulsing. She was already in the throes of a climax, and he hadn’t even really started.

Now the transformation was clearly underway; her hair was a curtain of silky brown with reddish highlights, and her skin had gone to a salmon color, without the bumpy texture.

Ten minutes later she was making animalistic sounds and slamming her hips down on him again and again. Her insides had transformed, and now she was just as any of his other girls: hot, wet, and practically insensate. She had changed slowly, blooming with red blood in her cheeks, ears and chest. The change revealed a pale and gorgeous form, blue of eye, long of hair, and bountiful of bust. She was a half-dwarf and half-fae, with sparkles emanating from within brightly any time she approached orgasm.

“Fuh, fuh, fuhhhhhh,” she groaned again, and had yet another body-wracking orgasm. Ash couldn’t take it any longer either, and informed her through a series of grunted words that he was about to fill her up. She couldn’t move, so he held onto her hips and slammed upwards from below, then finally unleashed a torrent inside her, practically holding her aloft.

“I can… feel it…” she whispered. “It’s hot.”

He slowly lowered them back to the bed, her head in the hollow of his shoulder.

Eventually, she stared at her hand, with its five scaly digits and claw-like fingernails, then down at her pebbly forearm, looking part alligator and part tiny, bipedal dragon.

“I… can’t believe it.”

“Why’s that?” he asked, stroking down the center of her back and making her shiver. She had scales poking up and out, like dragon’s teeth. She also had a thick, powerful tail.

“The change… it’s never been so fast before. It used to take several… um… sessions.”

“Do you remember your name now?” he asked.

“Seffie,” she said in wonder. “Not very different. That’s odd.”

“And you remember who you used to be?”

Her brow furrowed. Outside darkness had fallen, and people were busy lighting some lamps. “I… the story I told you was true. Interesting.”

He now wondered how long it would take for the change to reverse itself, and if he’d have this place in his rearview mirror. He then remembered the seahorse girl and the anglerfish, with her face-stretching frown. This was a one-way deal, and the five of them knew it already.

“I’m lucky,” he said. “My magic dong cures your weird curse.”

“Yeah,” she said, astonishment still thick in her voice. “Your magic dick.”

A brief, fierce change came over her expression, full of anguish and uncertainty. This was guilt and grief over his future death, he knew. She knew what they were trying to do to him wasn’t right. Now that he’d fucked her senseless, she was coming back to her senses, and finding it hard to condemn him to whatever death lay before him.

He pretended to doze, and eventually Seffie also drifted off.

In the middle of the night, he woke to find himself spooning Seffie and tens of thousands of xp richer. Supercasanova made sure her scales didn’t hurt him. She’s transformed into a kobold, or rather a half-kobold and half… something else. Maybe dragonite, maybe lizard folk. She was bigger than most kobolds, over four and a half feet, though still tiny enough to be cutesy.

He’d also, for the first time, received a reward card that was racial in nature. His Master of Haremonies card hadn’t been messing around when it said he would receive racial and class reward cards. He also received the standard rundown of xp for having sex, which always struck him as odd and wonderful.

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 racial reward

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

*Partner’s orgasm: 4,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward (increased for repeated orgasms)

Total: 10,000 xp, +2 uncommon rewards, +1 racial reward

So far this was almost exactly like the rare and double rare versions of the harem series of cards: somewhere between five thousand and twenty thousand xp, depending on how much of a freak his partner was and how interesting the sex got.

He got a racial card straight away and was pretty blown away.

The Quiet Depths

Passive: Ability, Racial: Drow (double rare)

Passive: This card’s ability is always active, and this card is not added to your action deck.

A drow may completely suppress all emotion and render themselves difficult to affect socially. This protection extends to empathic manipulation based on special abilities and spells. Your Tough and Hearts are considered one rank higher when such attempts are made. Effects that get past your defenses have their duration or damage reduced by half.

Racial cards were especially nice because he didn’t need to worry about his deck getting overbalanced between Sorcerer or Bard. He put it into his action deck right away, hoping he wouldn’t need this kind of protection, but glad to have it anyway.

The two uncommons weren’t anything special, so he placed them in a pocket so they wouldn’t pollute his inventory. He had a very specific goal in mind, and it was taking a while.

In the morning, he woke to find Seffie sucking his already hard cock, which was a sensation not dissimilar to having that crazy lizardfolk monk Ariella. He rewarded her with another thirty minutes of gasping, crying out, various positions, and breathless appreciation. He got another 9,000 xp out of the deal, and went from 13 to 22 Relationship points with her. It would’ve been 5, but Gift of Gab gave him the bonus 4. They passed Acquaintances and became Casual Friends, netting him another 900 for the former and 1000 xp for the latter. All told he now had 10,900 xp to spend.

“I’ll need to keep moving on this quest your council has given me,” he told her, then bent to give her a soft kiss on the cheek. “I look forward to speaking with you again, but for now I have matters to attend to.” Which was a delicate way of saying he needed to go stick his dick in one of her other council member friends.

“Mmm,” she said, and lay back on the bed, drowsing yet again.


11- Flawless, and Perfect

Ash strolled around the outer edge of the town, first taking the opportunity to level up Bard twice. He wanted to keep his classes equal, and that hadn’t been possible last time.

Now he was able to get Expert level 9 and 10 in Bard. He was still just about ten thousand away from Mastery, but it was only a matter of time. He was excited to get in bed with the octopus lady Octania, and was also intrigued by the thought of being with the fish woman, Fennelle.

After that things might get sticky.

Congratulations! You are now Bard, Expert level 10. You have earned 4 attribute level up points, and 6 skill level up points.

He had the immediate impulse to use all 6 levels on Diamonds, and start on the incredibly high climb through the Legend rank and on toward… whatever lay beyond. Would that be Mythic? He thought that maybe there were nine rarity levels of cards and nine ranks of levels in classes, but he wasn’t sure why he felt this was true. There were already five levels of rare in cards, so he could be completely off base and there could be fifteen rarity levels in cards, but he didn’t think so. Meaning that after Hyper Rare, he had another card rarity level to go before Mythics and Masterpieces.

So if Legend was the seventh level up rank, that left two more… what were they: Godlike and Cosmic? Mythical and then Godlike?

It only mattered because he was a bit of a completionist. He wanted to know and reach the highest heights. So he needed to focus on the task at hand and make himself the best Ash he could be, who could survive the four more game systems he was about to run into.

He ended up sinking his four attribute levels into Attuned, Charming, Lucky and Tough. As for the skills, he needed to get his Wands up to snuff, so he threw all 6 points into Wands for better spell damage and cutting through enemy defenses.

Suddenly two attributes and three skills per level wasn’t seeming like enough. Nothing seemed like enough. He had known this plateau of leveling was coming, but it seemed like it came a lot faster than anticipated. Soon one round of sex would only be awesome for the feelings and the intimacy.

He chuckled.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 1, Bard, Expert level 10

Good: 136/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero (Master)

Luck Be A Lady (Achievement: Grandmaster rank in Diamonds)

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 7)

Charming- (Master level 7)

Clever- (Expert level 2)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Master level 7)

Quick- (Expert level 1)

Sly- (Expert level 1)

Tough- (Expert level 7)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 5)

Coins (Expert level 1)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 7)

Wands (Expert level 6)

Diamonds (Legend level 1)

Spades (Journeyman level 5)

Hearts (Expert level 10)

Clubs (Journeyman level 4)

After this, he forced himself to enjoy the walk around the town and slow down, rather than immediately jumping to the next thing on his list. Ash was used to a plodding pace, very little time crunch, fewer worries. Kayle might be constantly screaming about the end of the world, but she was awful cagey on the actual timeline.

And besides, they’d been through one apocalypse already. What was another one?

So for now: a circuit of the town. He marveled that it stood on pillars that just went directly down into the ocean. Where did they stop down there? How had that gotten going, back at the beginning? One part of Ash fully understood that this place hadn’t existed before the apocalypse. It had been… maybe a city in Hawaii, and grew out of nothing. The other part of Ash knew now that a fictional history now existed for this town, such as it was. This cursed obstacle.

Something had brought this town into being, and it both was and wasn’t the battle between Kayle Jai and the eight red mages.

The wind blew a gust at him, and looking out, he found schools of fish leaping up out of the water, followed by much larger fish. And these were followed… by merfolk?

Soon enough Mizu sidled up next to him.

“How is it coming?” He asked.

“We lost Zirennia, which was really important,” she said. “We don’t have a water breathing spell, so it’s all me.”

He nodded. The news didn’t fill him with joy, but he wasn’t crazy disappointed either. It was a hurdle that could be overcome, mostly by the ingenious minx that was Evie.

“The supports do not run so deep that I cannot see the foundations. They sink into the coral reef close to the surface.”

“Interesting.” Was the source going to be some kind of stinging coral monster then?

She pointed off to the west. “This allows the citizens to launch small vessels and fish with small nets out that way. To the north, east and south is more treacherous travel, and also different sorts of fishing.” She waved these away.

“Back to the coral,” he said. “This is the source of the curse?” Even as the words left his mouth he realized they didn’t sound right. One of them was a deep water anglerfish kind of creature, wasn’t she? Or was he low on his knowledge of earth marine life? Or, last of all, was he making connections that didn’t really need making?

“This is what I thought initially as well, but below the coral two of the three supports run deeper still, down the side of a steep drop off into the dark ocean. It was here I ran out of light and needed to return to the surface.”

“That’s unfortunate,” he said. Meaning Evie wouldn’t just have to make a scuba outfit, but also a submarine as well. Or at least one of those thick, pressurized suits. This was going to take time and resources.

“Netsu has been considering using the full revive to kill herself and change her race over to naiadic, so the two of us can explore this mystery together.” This clearly wasn’t something she wanted, because even though her face was semi-transparent, he could see the disgust written plain across her face. “This is unacceptable, and I have told her so.”

“Tell her I agree with you,” he said, and she wrapped both arms around his arm, hugging herself to his side. “Evie’s got something in mind though, right?”

She nodded. “She lacks some of the raw materials for the artifice she has spent the last day engineering.”

He chewed his lower lip. “I’ll see if I can talk with these five fish ladies.” He doubted, given the secret they were trying to hide from him, that they would consent to give him more freedom or assistance than they absolutely had to.

“All right,” she said. “You will need back up.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” he told her. Although he didn’t think this was going to get bloody, he realized she might be right. His luck didn’t stretch out forever, no matter how legendary it was purported to be. He was one and they were four, with abilities and attributes he wasn’t familiar with. If he knew more about their capabilities, he could plan this out better.

“Okay, hang on. Let’s prepare just a minute.” He’d been waiting for a moment just like this. “Let’s have a look at your swords.”

Her swords were both un-enchanted masterwork items, with high durability and a higher chance to resist losing durability. The damage bonus for these weapons was minimal, because there was only so much you could do with a plain old forge.

Short Sword

Rare masterwork item, durability 229/250

Deals 2-7 slashing or piercing damage. High durability. Increased resistance to durability loss.

He pulled out the stack of gem cards that had slowly been accumulating in his inventory with the Deck Erector. He’d been consolidating them into larger, purer versions of themselves, which was a pyramid game. Eventually it took five copies of the one type of gem in order to upgrade, instead of two.

Luckily for him, the Deck Erector had been churning away, replicating gems in his inventory once per hour. Unluckily for him, it always spit out the second lowest rarity of gem, so it had taken absolutely ages to get the highest level gems. Also, even if you only had diamonds in your inventory, Deck Erector would still generate other types at random, so that couldn’t be controlled. Luckily though, by not holding coins or ability cards in his inventory (Rachel was currently holding all his low level Bard and Sorcerer cards so as not to pollute his inventory) he could get gems exclusively. He had hundreds.

Ash smiled indulgently at his inventory, thankful for the card system. Gems were a major inventory hog in the Spellcraft MMORPG, but with the Gemheart card system involved, he could just stack gems up into a single pile, taking up just one inventory slot. Once again, he was lucky.

He could stack up to a hundred cards before needing a second inventory slot.

He stopped at a sort of coral-shaped sculpture garden and sat on a bench. Several of the women townsfolk regarded him (and probably also Mizu) with suspicion, but he ignored them. The children playing nearby he favored with a smile, but soon got to work.

He combined all the gems at his disposal, and put all the smaller Uncut and Cut gems back in his inventory.

“Listen,” he said, “I don’t want this information to get out, okay?”

“Hm?”

“What I’m about to tell you stays with us. The others can’t know, especially… all of them. Especially Netsu.” Maybe Rachel or Aria could handle this knowledge. If they figured it out on their own that was one thing, but having the information come from him would be suicide.

“Okay,” she said, eager to learn something Netsu shouldn’t know.

In the meantime he combined Superior gems into Flawless gems. It was now taking five Superiors for a single Flawless, and they only combined with like types. You couldn’t make a combo sapphire and diamond by combining three of one type and two of another.

“The fish ladies aren’t going to let us go,” he said, combining five Flawless Aquamarines to get his first ever Perfect gem.

“What?”

“The curse… it’s going to kill me. Eventually.” The Perfect Aquamarine, in the picture on the card at least, barely fit into the palm of one hand. He had the card manifest, and gasped at the weight of it.

“Goodness gracious…” Mizu leaned in and stared at the huge cerulean gem taking up most of his palm. It was octagonal in shape and absolutely the biggest gem he had ever seen in his life, let alone held. It reminded him of a stick of deodorant, perhaps cut in half. “Wait did you say kill you?”

“The curse itself, I think,” he said. “By the time I get to the fifth one. That’s my guess.”

“Can we just kill them?”

“They have a lot of mages surrounding them ship. We’d be trapped here.”

“And we could just take their city hall, turn it back into a ship, and fly it away.”

He doubted it was that easy. There wasn’t a single repulser on the ship that had been changed into the city hall. They had definitely cannibalized the parts to turn the repulsers into something the town needed to function and survive.

He only had four Flawless Amathysts, but kept one out just in case it was useful for what he had planned. The rest went back in his inventory. After that, two Flawless Obsidian, two Flawless Opals, one Perfect Topaz with one Flawless left over. Following that, three Flawless Emeralds, four Flawless Sapphires, one Perfect Ruby, and four Flawless Diamonds.

“My God, Ash,” she breathed. “How long have you been…”

“About a month.”

Going in order, he tested out the effects of each gem on her short sword, making her gasp and then begin to squeal at what she was seeing in her own heads up display. The Aquamarine provided a lot of base physical damage, and a high chance of knockback. Not a bad choice, but he had a lot of gems to go before he slotted this into one of the sword’s two spots.

On screen, it looked like this:

You are about to slot Perfect Aquamarine into this Short Sword. Perfect Aquamarine will be consumed. Short Sword has two gem slots. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

Gain +25% resistance to physical damage. When successful, you take half damage from this source.

Adds +36-95 physical damage to each strike.

You gain a 50% chance to deplete weapon durability.

You gain a 25% chance to knockback.

A level requirement of Master level 15 will be required in order to wield the weapon bearing this gemstone.

This process is irreversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

They were forced to reluctantly choose no. Master level 15 was a lot much; Mizu was an Expert and wouldn’t be at Master for perhaps months. Considering though that Perfect gems appeared to be the absolute pinnacle of gemstone cards, he could see why the level requirement was so high.

They sat and stared at the damage output though. Mizu was used to adding 12-20 physical damage because of her Fierce attribute and Swords skill. Adding 36-95 was simply unthinkable. On the other hand, it had a level requirement above where Mizu was presently, so he was counting chickens before they’d hatched.

The last time he’d tested gems against an item, it had been jewelry. A lot of what he’d seen were resistances being added, not damage. He remembered from Spellcraft MMO that gems worked differently in the three types of items: jewelry, armor, and weapons. Armor usually provided defense buffs, resistances, and some boosts to hit points and mana points. As he’d seen with jewelry, there were a lot of special ability adds for a few times per day. He needed to test each of the other gems against the sword to have an idea of their properties.

Obsidian provided unholy damage, had a chance of inflicting necrosis, and drained health out of the victim, replenishing the wielder’s own hit points. This was always an obvious choice for melee DPS and tanks, and he only wished the Obsidian could be a Perfect rather than Flawless, to boost the health drain as high as it could go.

Opal dealt magic damage and inflicted mana drain, working similar to the Obsidian but on mana points instead of hit points. Mizu’s powers didn’t work on mana, so he put it back in his inventory right off. This was something he might end up using.

Amethyst provided both the weakest and most interesting bonuses: psychic damage at the low end, but the possibility of three different status effects: confusion, blindness, and paralysis. If he knew anything from playing MMO games, psychic damage was quite effective on most creatures and people, except for psychics themselves, though undead or construct creatures didn’t have brains and were totally immune. Again, without a Perfect, he wasn’t going to immediately throw this in, because a Perfect gem would have a much higher rate of status afflictions than lower rarities.

Topaz dealt elemental air damage in the form of slashing wind blades. The Perfect Topaz anyway. When he held up the Flawless Topaz instead, he noted the return of added lightning damage instead. Both, however, had a chance to stun, though curiously it was just as high on both high rarity gems.

“This is incredible,” Mizu muttered, watching him work. “May I see some of these flawless gems?”

He handed her a stack of Flawless ones, keeping one of the Opals in the likely event he would add health drain to her swords.

Predictably, the Emeralds added elemental earth damage, and had the chance to add either knock down or entangle. The elemental earth effects he’d seen in Spellcraft included making stones shoot up underfoot to trip up enemies, having stones shoot up to trap the enemy’s lower legs, or the emergence of vines to wrap up their arms and legs. The gem card’s wording indicated he would be getting one or the other, and not all the effects like with the Amethyst.

Sapphire was also straightforward, adding elemental water damage in the form of a water whip, and the possibility of inflicting poison.

Ruby: fire and… either burning, which expected, but also a chance to instead grant the ability to lower enemy resistances. Still, he set this one in the ‘no’ pile.

That left Diamond, which he’d seen previously, though he’d tested it on jewelry and armor—

“Look at this,” Mizu said, voice again filled with awe.

He glanced over just in time to see a flash of light, and the sheen of a holo foil card drop into her palm, with a border indicating she’d just got a Mythic rarity card. These others were apparently classified as Secret Rares, which was a rarity he’d seen on only a few cards. It was probably the rarity after Ultra Rare.

“What is that? What did you do?”

“Look,” she said.

The card was a Flawless Rainbow Opal.

“How?”

Actually, just as importantly: what?

“My father worked as a jeweler and told us about how some Australian rainbow opals sold for millions of US dollars.”

She went on to explain how she’d put together an Opal, then red, yellow, green, blue and purple. Ticking them off on her fingers: Ruby, Topaz, Emerald, Sapphire, and Amethyst. It took an astonishing six Flawless gems to make one of these.

“Okay, okay, okay,” he said, his mind whirring.

Now for the what. He held the gem close to the sword.

You are about to slot Flawless Rainbow Opal into this Short Sword. Flawless Rainbow Opal will be consumed. Short Sword has two gem slots. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

Gain +20% to all resistances, including rare types, while wielding or carrying this weapon.

+25% to overall damage, after applying any other damage bonuses and types

+20% to critical chance

+200% to critical damage

A random elemental damage type will be added to this weapon.

Two random status effects will be added to this weapon at 25% and 15% respectively.

A level requirement of Master level 10 will be required in order to wield the weapon bearing this gemstone.

This process is irreversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

They had the materials to make another one of these, but definitely not the materials to create a Perfect version. He had no idea what the level requirement would be on a Perfect Rainbow Opal. Grandmaster? Higher?

Sheer insanity to even consider.

“Um,” he said, staring stupidly. His brain tried to process all the possibilities and utterly failed from the sheer weight of what he was looking at.

“No,” she said. “I’m nowhere near Master level 10. We’ll just save this for when I get there, or when you get there. Or whoever gets there.”

“No this is definitely for you,” he said. “Eventually. Yikes. Can we make a Superior one of these?”

It turned out they could, and when they did, the stats were almost as good, knocking 5-10% off all the different bonuses. Which was amazing considering the basic Uncut gemstones only gave two effects, and the Polished gemstones gave three. He expected one of the effects to disappear, but when that didn’t happen, Mizu took the gem and set it into the sword’s pommel.

The gorgeous robin’s egg-sized gem seemed a bit milky or cream-colored, but any time the sword moved at all, it gleamed with rainbow colors. Placing the gem into the sword transformed the sword with a flash of magic and a hum of power. The sword now bore distinctive waving designs down the blade, looking like dancing waves with sea foam at their crests.

They were both properly amazed.

“We need a second gem,” he said.

A review of the options gave them no special synergies when adding anything to a Rainbow Opal, but it didn’t seem necessary. The sword was already far better than it had been. There were some level requirements imposed, putting all the Perfect gems out of Mizu’s reach. She was now in the early Expert levels of Skirmisher, but these had requirements of low Master. It was another reminder than he had far outstripped them with his harem card, and could’ve pushed even farther if he hadn’t spent hundreds of thousands of xp on his attributes and skills.

She eventually skipped the holy damage enchantment and light regeneration of the Diamond, and went with the plain old life-sucking Flawless Obsidian.

Her sword was now just as powerful, if not more, than any of his higher level spells. With the mobility skill from being a naiadic, sliding around the battlefield, she could dart in for a serious amount of damage in a hurry.

“Now let’s do the other sword,” he told her.


12- The Trouble with Gonads

Mizu looked at him in much the same way she had the first time he’d had sex with her: a cute blend of disbelief and amazement causing her to resemble a deer in headlights.

He darted forward for a kiss, and she responded heartily. Pulling his head in and locking lips, they were soon making out and she was soon making horny little whimpers.

She eventually got his pants undone and had his dick all the way down her throat before he could really think to stop her. They were out in public. People could see them.

That knowledge turned him on more. He shoved down on her head, fucking her face and listening to the tiny splash, splash of water against his body. As he went, he groaned loudly. Gods, they shouldn’t be doing this. It was so wrong.

Mizu then did something he didn’t know she could do: she shapeshifted. One second her head was down in his lap, and several moments later her whole body had flowed around and up, building a body up, sloshing until arms formed, already around his neck, and the head last. Her legs were around his waist, and he was buried deep inside her.

“I need you, Ash,” she murmured. “I need you to make me feel like that first time.”

There were people around, but none of them seemed to be paying any attention. They had the good fortune of having a gigantic stone sculpture behind them, a large ankh shape, or a keyhole with arms. The head had a hole in it, and that made him pulse inside Mizu.

“Ugh,” she said, and gritted her watery teeth. “You’re so… big.”

“You can handle it.”

“I know, but… you’re bigger… than before.”

He lifted her by the hips, and slammed her down on him again and again, loving the way she tried speaking, tried holding on, tried to do anything, but she was powerless with him in control. He could see her begin to lose cohesion as the minutes stretched on and her pleasure grew and grew. Her hair grew longer and some tiny bits of it splashed onto the ground, and her facial features blurred out just before she came.

When that happened, she began to lose cohesion. Her whole body sagged backwards. She started to lose her shape. Droplets of her dripped onto the floor. She actually squirted, a fine mist spraying up into his abs and chest.

“How…” she gasped, despite not needing to breathe. “How do you… keep… doing that?”

In response, he got up on his knees and got her on her back, then pistoned down into her. His card gave him full compatibility with any sexual partner, but he could choose how much of that he wanted. Right now, it was none. He wanted to see the full length of his member through her body, wavering and indistinct, but buried deep inside.

She was on her shoulders with her ass up, chin tucked into her chest and staring up at him while he violated her. Her eyes were wide, watching him slide that monster all the way out, then all the way back into her.

“Ohhhhh fuhhhhhh,” she groaned. Some mental block prevented her from realizing she didn’t need to breathe. “Oh my… oh my God, Ash.”

Another orgasm seemed to be approaching; every thrust downward made her whole body ripple, and droplets of her body were spraying up onto his abs and chest. Her legs, sitting on his shoulders, kept splashing at him whenever he pounded downwards. The entire scene was so erotic, so perverted, and so wrong that he couldn’t help it. The orgasm approached, and it was one of those unstoppable ones.

“I’m going to fill you up,” he told her through gritted teeth.

“Do it,” she panted. “Fill me up.”

He clamped down on the roar that threatened and instead grunted, hissed, and came hard. You could see it, too. He stared down at the seed as it flooded into her body, dissolving amidst the water that made her naiadic form.

She came, too, and this time her legs melted down into her body, her body shapeshifted again, and she became nothing more than a blob of water. Several blobs, actually. She reformed like a liquid metal killing machine from the future, slowly regaining all her different blobs and then reforming facial features, body shape, and finally coating her with fake clothing.

For some time, they sat on the bench and cuddled, before she helped him back into his clothes.

“Now,” he told her, “let’s get your second sword upgraded.”

Her face broke into another bright grin. “Oh, Ash, I don’t even know if I can go another round.”

“Oh, are we having sex again?”

“As soon as we can,” she told him.

***

Although Ash had put the Flawless Opal into her sword, since mana drain would be good against magic user targets. She wanted to choose the air slash out of the Topaz, but again wasn’t high enough in level to equip the sword after it had been infused with the gemstone’s power. The unholy damage would be potent against certain targets, but she wanted another damage type. Lightning, they decided, wasn’t going to be it, because it could very easily backfire and deal double damage back at her. Instead they went with a Flawless Aquamarine to add a ridiculous amount of plain old physical damage. It wasn’t as nice as the palm-sized Perfect, but it would do.

Finally, she gave him a beaming kiss and marveled at her swords.

“Let’s hope we don’t need them… yet.”

“You’re going to give some of these gems to Netsu, aren’t you?” she asked.

He nodded, knowing that she both loved and hated the idea. Netsu would be a powerhouse with these gems embedded into her maul, but Mizu detested giving her sister even an inch.

“You don’t have to come with me to see the council,” he told her.

“I’m not leaving your side, if what you say is true,” she replied in a tone that brooked no further argument. She wasn’t wrong, either.

The council’s ultimate goal was to grab up everything: the ship, his life, and perhaps even the girls. If they weren’t able to leave, they would eventually be forced to live here, and that probably meant they would begin to suffer the effects of the town’s curse, just as the seneschal lady.

He had an idea here. The seneschal lady Fenniar was also suffering from the same predicament as the five in charge, meaning he could probably reverse the effects with even less romancing than he’d done with starfish girl Stepha. Hope blossomed that maybe there was a way to get through with this situation before he came face to face with anglerfish lady, whom he was calling Angela until further notice. Angela was most likely bad news.

“Follow me,” he said.

It was a brisk walk to eventually head up the stairs, across several awkward bridges of netting, and up the steps to the city hall building. Mizu followed without a question, though he could feel her getting ready to. At the top of the stairs, he boosted his Hearts skill to the level of his Diamonds, using Jacked Up. Hopefully, with Grandmaster level Hearts, this wouldn’t be a problem.

Fenniar was there, standing stiffly with hands clasped behind her back and looking just as fish-like as before.

“Can I help you, male? Are you rested enough to…” Here she trailed off, apparently unwilling to say ‘have sex with another of our high council.’

He put on his best winning smile and spread his hands out wide. “I’m hoping I can help you, actually.” And he winked at her.

The skill check succeeded with such a high level of critical success that he and Mizu had to dart forward and grab her under the arms, because she immediately swooned and fainted.

“What did you do to her?” Mizu asked lightly.

“I used my skill on her,” he said.

“I thought that wasn’t possible, with them all being NPCs.”

Except they weren’t. He explained that, since they were essentially acting as enemies, this entire town was full of characters who were neither PCs nor NPCs. And besides, NPCs could be affected by skill checks regardless. This was the perfect time to use all of his Bard abilities and make this happen before following these fish people’s wishes got him killed.

“Wh… what happened?” Fenniar asked.

“Don’t worry,” he told her. “We’ve got you.”

“What…”

“I’m hoping to try something. Reverse the curse’s effects on you.” Her fishy eyes widened even more. “If you’ll permit.”

“Oh… o-okay.”

He smiled what he hoped was both a reassuring smile, with a hint of sultry in there. “I’m told only the touch of a man can reverse the curse’s effects.”

Her eyes shot open. “No! Oh no! Not before the council members.”

“It won’t take a minute,” he said, “promise. We’ll be okay.”

“I don’t…” He passed another Hearts (Sly) check now, and again got a critical success. “I… okay.”

Her eyes slowly drifted closed as he bent down in to kiss her big, surprisingly soft lips. She began to moan after the first few seconds, and his hand drifted down to her breast, Mizu forgotten, while he slipped his tongue into her mouth and felt it change shape. By the time he had finished making out with her, she was a swarthy redhead with dazzling pink eyes and strange spots on her face that he realized were fey heritage marks. These grew feathers as he watched, a soft downy sheen that surrounded her face and extended back in place of where her hair should be. They were red, orange and in some places yellow, striking against the medium brown of her skin.

“Still Fenniar?” he asked her softly, trailing a finger up and down her hip and the curve of her stomach. She had shrank a little, a few inches at most, and now had a serious line of feathers extending off the back of each arm, from the sides of her hands all the way up to her shoulders, retracted back in a line.

“Yeah,” she sighed, and raised a shaking hand up to touch his cheek. He gave her yet another kiss, and this time she pulled him in, ran her hands over his shoulders, back, chest. She got up into his lap and wrapped her legs around him, trying to cram her tongue as far as she could into his mouth, making blissed out moans and whimpers.

Eventually, she broke the kiss, gasping and staring at his mouth.

“That was amazing,” she said. “I… everything is lighter now. My job, my life… so heavy before.”

He nodded, and let her explain how difficult the curse was for her. It made her overlook her children, who were nine and eleven years old, and her husband. She only served her children in a sort of daze each morning, made food before heading to work as the seneschal to the inner council all day. During that time, they were completely forgotten.

Her eyes shot open. Her husband. She hadn’t seen him… oh, he was dead. He had been dead since the beginning. The shock and misery on her face weren’t quite as strong as he anticipated they might be, but they were unmistakable.

“Your children… are both girls?”

She shook her head. “Two boys.”

They would become prey to the council members whenever they came of age, he guessed. Fenniar seemed to share this thought.

“How can we… we have to stop it. Before…”

“We do,” he said, and told her what he needed. By the end of his short and impassioned plea, she was nodding. Then, she blushed when she realized Mizu was sitting right there beside them, gazing knowingly at the former fish woman.

“I have to get back to my boys,” she said.

“Of course. I’ll have someone meet you.”

***

Ash called on Waffles to help him get the girls moving in the direction of Fenniar. The golden retriever sprang to attention, barking sharply once and startling all of them. Netsu jumped to her feet, while Tinniel shrieked and leaped back away from the dog. That was fair; Waffles almost never uttered a sound.

Ashley hunkered down, hands on her thighs. “What is it, boy?”

He’d only made Waffles speak once, and had no intention of doing so if he could avoid it. The immersion of the dog was just as important as Waffles casting spells or, as right now, leading them to where they needed to go. He was good for morale. He was just good in every sense of the word.

The dog led them out of the ship and around the platform to where they could begin heading here, and Ash could turn his attention back to the situation at hand.

With Mizu at his back, he went in search of the second of the council. He found the four remaining council members standing in the large chamber, and they turned disbelieving, unhappy stares on him. They regarded Mizu only for a moment. She wasn’t important, those glances said.

“Ladies,” he said.

“You did something to Stepha,” Octania said, and jabbed several tentacles in his direction. “What have you done?”

“You asked me to reverse the curse—”

“She is dead,” the anglerfish woman (Angela) said. “Threw herself into the ocean. You have killed her.”

That struck him odd. She was dead? That couldn’t be right… could it?

“She’s… dead?”

“She is dead,” Angela Anglerfish repeated. “So again I demand to know what you have done.”

“Nothing,” he said. “I had sex with her, as requested.”

The four of them advanced on him, menace in their bulbous eyes.

“Look I’m sorry she’s dead.” This was true. If she had wanted to go another round or three, he would’ve obliged her, purely for the fun of it. “But I didn’t do anything wrong. You told me to do her, I did her. End of story. She was very alive when I left her at the tavern.”

They continued to stalk towards him, which he found both ridiculous and, from Angela the anglerfish lady, a little scary.

“You want to watch?” he demanded. “You want to tie me down and do what you’ve got me doing against my will? You can do it. I’ll even do her—” he jabbed a finger toward the seahorse woman, who flinched as if he’d just launched a Fireball at her. “—right here, right now.”

Silence took over the hall, while the four women stared at him. He was, honestly, about one false move away from blasting them all away from him with a Fireball, and fuck the consequences.

“You will cure me next,” the anglerfish girl said, and even her words felt like they all had frowns attached to them.

“Ash… what’s happening?” Mizu whispered.

He was still trying to wrack his brain over whatever the hell anglerfish were famous for. He had boosted his Clever way above what it had ever been in his life, but that still didn’t mean he could remember everything he’d ever read or seen on the internet.

But he had a way to boost his skill level.

He reached into his character sheet and buffed his Arcana up to the level of his Diamonds using Jacked Up this time. It went straight to Grandmaster level 1 in no time. Although he didn’t want to drain his Stamina down near zero again, especially right on the verge of dealing with Lady Seahorse, but there was nothing else to be done. He needed to know.

And he almost immediately scored an Arcana (Clever) success, telling him everything he never wanted to know.

Anglerfish had this very strange male female relationship, and it was far worse than mantises. See, male anglerfish were hardly even fish. They were tiny, and their only job was to bite and attach themselves to the females. From there the horror began.

“Nope,” he said. “I am not melting my entire body into you just so you can use me as a pair of testicles.”

The male anglerfish ended up dissolving, leaving only a pair of gonads for the female to use to inseminate herself whenever she damn well pleased. Eyes, face, brain, internal organs, they all went the way of the dodo. The male was nothing more than a button to press when the female wanted to spawn. Ash had a violent and awful mental image of himself shrinking down, shriveling up, until he was nothing more than a ballsack hanging off her body, and a shiver of revulsion, a strong one, went through him.

Her bulbous eyes went just a little wider than they already were. “You…”

He hadn’t wanted to do this, but did it anyway, and pulled out the spork. He did so surreptitiously, behind his back, while they stared one another down. This wasn’t going well, and he hoped it would work on more than just his allies. These females needed him, and so they all had Relationships with him in game terms, so he was hoping they could be affected.

It worked, though not fast enough.

“He’s got a weapon,” the anglerfish woman hissed. “Kill him.”


13- One Billion Active Users

Ash didn’t even really bother trying to stop the council from trying to kill him. If they were the BBEG of this are and he could get out of doing his duty as eventual dried up husk, all the better.

The seahorse woman darted forward, though the other two held back. They either believed him regarding the starfish lady, and they thought they were next in line to go back to normal, or the spork was already starting to work on them. It didn’t matter either way, since the two he didn’t want touching him were the only two heading his way.

“Mizu?” he asked.

She was already on it.

While the octopus, seahorse and fish lady converged on him, Mizu used that weird racial ability she had to skate aside and loop around the room in a wide arc. The anglerfish woman watched her come, and turned to face her, but Mizu had a lot of practice doing exactly this. She swept the two short swords out of her inventory and slashed out in a single, practiced move that would’ve worked, had not the anglerfish woman portaled her straight out of the room.

Ash had no idea where Mizu ended up, only that she slid into a bright flashing circle of light and vanished entirely.

Man, he’d wanted to see those swords work so badly.

The seahorse woman got within several feet of him before he had Boiling Blood active. He held onto the spork behind his back, hoping and hoping it would begin to do its weird magic, but had to reach up and block an attack from a wicked pair of claws strapped to her arm.

Boiling Blood threw damage back at her, but it wasn’t enough; he took almost a quarter of his health in one strike.

His next draw consisted of Delayed Dispel, Elemental Barrier, and Replenishing Aura for the three Sorcerer cards, and Supercasanova on his Bard abilities. Thankfully he’d picked it as his preferred draw, because the three Sorcerer cards that came up were essentially useless to him right this moment.

He used the Ultra Rare to bellow out a “Wait!” at the top of his lungs. His attacker froze at the success, and he threw himself backwards just in time to see a ball of light zip past his face and explode against the other side of the room. Some of anglerfish lady’s spell did damage him, and he noted with satisfaction as his Boiling Blood shot red magic streamers out like heat seeking missiles, damaging her in return.

“What is wrong with you people?” he demanded, but got no response. He stood up and applied his Power Strum ability out of the awesome cloak he had. This threw Supercasanova back into his hand as a bonus card, now a Sorcerer spell, and he cast it for very high mana. “You want to back the fuck off, lady,” he told her, jabbing a finger in her direction. “I’m not here to destroy you. I’m no threat to you. If anything, I should be asking why you offered me a deal I can’t possibly survive. Yeah, I know all about your curse, and why there aren’t any men in this town.”

He definitely did not want to know what she looked like under that dress, not even a little bit. He wondered just how many pairs of gonads she had under there.

Both she and the seahorse lady were frozen in place. His retribution damage from Boiling Blood hadn’t done anywhere near the damage he needed it to, and he was taking a lot of damage on any given spell anglerfish lady dished out. Eventually, he knew, the other two council members would snap out of their daze and come to the rescue of their fellows if and when he got the upper hand. Any way you stretched it, he wasn’t going to come out of this alive.

Which meant he either needed to flee or die.

Ash did what nobody, not even Ash himself, believed he would: he marched right up to the anglerfish lady and kissed her right on her big, frowny mouth.

It was wet, which of course it was, and entirely too mushy for his liking. He took her face in his hands and felt the damage begin to mount from the very first bit of skin on skin contact. He banished Boiling Blood for good measure, and swiped his tongue over her lips. He encountered teeth, anglerfish teeth, and forced himself not to vomit directly in her mouth. He took a surprisingly large amount of damage.

“Wait!” he heard, though something was already wrong. His ears didn’t process the sound the right way.

She stumbled back, and because his hands were already fused with her face, he landed on top of her. His face was dripping onto hers, and already he was losing his eyesight. This was probably for the best, because the last thing he saw was terror in her eyes.

Yeah. She probably hadn’t ever had someone get at her like this. She probably had them strapped down and touched them on whatever part of her body she wanted.

His flesh was sizzling and becoming a thick, hot soupy substance. He felt a roar of constant pain, but it wasn’t that bad, honestly. The shock of putting his hands on her face was gone and replaced with a bright, hot nothing. His hit points had drained down below fifty percent in just a few seconds, and were now over a third. He couldn’t see anything, though he could still hear the frantic wails of the other three council members who didn’t like their present shapes.

Too bad.

It wasn’t the lips that fused to her, but the hands. All his vitality was being sucked through the skin of his palms and into her jaw and neck. His internal organs were digested already, and his brain was just about gone. Now, he was nothing more than a pair of gonads, ha! A pair of truck nuts sitting directly on her chin, he hoped.

That was as far as he got before the remainder of his hit points drained away and he was informed that he had 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>

Ash woke in the bed he’d shared with Seffie the starfish lady, and Guide lying across from him, head propped up on one elbow, staring at him. The soft blue and the marshmallow baby fat somehow seemed wrong with his huge grin and feverish eyes.

“Welcome back, hero!” Guide gushed. “Guess what? You died!”

“I know,” he groaned.

“You have spent one Full Revive,” Guide said through a shit-eating grin. “You have the option to re-roll your character…” The creature trailed off, blinked in and out several times, and cycled through several different forms. These were too fast to take in, but one was neon pink, another a pastel green, one a bruise purple, and another one with a color and texture that made Ash’s teeth itch. Guide’s size and shape changed a bit, though in any of the ones Ash could track, it remained a strange, affable little thing with a too-big smile.

Ash just continued to stare at the strange creature while it did its thing.

“Great!”

“Hey…” Ash asked. He didn’t want to ask whether Guide was okay, because he clearly wasn’t. “How many different systems are there right now?”

“There are currently 14 different systems active worldwide, with over one billion active users!”

“What happened to the other 7 billion active users?” he asked before he could stop himself.

“The vast majority lost their challenges or games. Two active users left this reality. One active user entered this reality from another, and has left. Do you have any further questions before your pause time is up? I’m currently serving one million, six hundred thousand, four hundred and seventeen people.”

Around seven billion people had died. “No. No that’s all,” he said numbly.

“Great!” Guide bubbled. “I’ll let you get on your way. Good luck out there, adventurer.”

He hadn’t been given any sort of choices or options, but that didn’t bother him. The shock of learning that the vast majority of the human race was dead bothered him quite a lot, actually. When had the entire earth last contained only a billion humans? Before the Roman Empire had fallen? He shook his head. Maybe he was way off and the real answer didn’t matter regardless. The whole world’s population mattered less than the fact that he’d just killed himself on purpose.

Back to the reality of the situation. He had died, on purpose. He now had a clear objective.

His body felt stiff and painful, but the echo of his being digested by the anglerfish lady didn’t last long. Once he forced himself up out of bed, he did a quick self assessment.

He could rearrange his action deck daily if he wanted, so this wasn’t really a problem. He had no reason to change his class, though he did still have some obscenely powerful cards none of them could yet equip. His current ones suited him well, especially Supercasanova and Master of Haremonies.

“Waffles,” he said.

The pup was on his back, receiving belly rubs from Tinniel and Aria. Not far off, Evie was complaining about all the noise keeping her from working. Ashley, Netsu and Rachel were clustered around her at a workbench.

They were aboard the Wind Runner.

He made his way out of the tavern, stretching his legs, arms, shoulders and back as he went. He walked with purpose, and although the people of the city had been told he was back on the list of people they could interact with, they all shied away on seeing him.

Only man in a town full of females and he couldn’t even enjoy that properly.

He raced up to the platform, and was met with a dozen witches in tall, pointed black hats and no visible facial features to speak of. Instead their enormous cloaks hid everything save for their eyes. They glowed from within.

This was in a video game somewhere and he couldn’t recall where.

“I need to pass,” he told them.

“You are not to leave the city,” the tallest one said. She was still only about five feet, max.

“I won’t.”

“We are under orders to bring the ship down.”

He stared at her.

“Proceed to the ship with our warning,” she said, and they all stepped aside.

He felt like sweeping all of them away with a Tsunami, but decided against it. His ire was only stoked against a single target: anglerfish lady. The rest of them, if they could stand aside, were free to watch what was about to happen. If they didn’t, they were going to learn the penalties for getting in his way. Ash was in an unstoppable mood right now.

Aboard the ship, Waffles barked out happily, once, and Ash stopped to pet his familiar’s head and receive a few licks to the hand. All the girls jumped up and came over to give him hugs, save Evie, who groaned and said, “Fiiiiiiiiiinally.”

“I’m going to need a little assistance with the plan,” he said. “Mizu will stay here, just in case something goes wrong, and to protect Evie and Aria. Evie stays to continue working on the diving gear we need to look for the source of the curse. One more should stay as well… a support type. That means Tinniel or Rachel.”

They listened first in interest, then in horror when they heard what had happened to him, and from there a boiling anger seemed to infuse the lot of them.

“I’m going,” Rachel said quietly.

“I want to go too!” Tinniel declared. “I want to shoot those douchebags in their faces.”

“Rachel has seniority and level, so this time she comes along.” He turned to her. “You still have the necklace, right?”

Rachel held up the Obsidian necklace with its powerful gemstone, giving her stealth powers. “I’ll be sure to use it.”

Tinniel threw her hands in her lap and began pouting, so he leaned in and gave her a kiss. This didn’t work either, because she leaped to her feet and went stomping off like an absolute child, so he had Waffles pad over and nuzzle her. That worked; she buried her face in the golden retriever’s soft fur and clutched to his neck.

“Also…” Ashley said, and glanced at the rest of them. “There’s something you should know.”

“What?”

Ashley nodded over his shoulder, and he turned to find a thoroughly embarrassed kobold Seffie standing there. Her clawed hands hands were clasped together in front of her chest like she was about to fall to her knees and pray to him. Her eyes were alight with terror, and tears were already spilling down her cheeks.

He jumped to his feet. “Oh what the fuck? They told me you were dead!”

“I’m sorry,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to be part of the council. I don’t want to be a starfish.”

“You… you’re a person again.”

“It won’t last. It’ll start to turn back after only a few days, and then I’ll be exactly like you saw me in about two weeks.”

“I don’t care. You are marching back in there and you are showing the council I didn’t murder you.”

“Nooooooo,” she moaned. “Whatever your girls do to stay with you, I’ll do that. I can, I can steer the ship.”

“I can steer the ship with my mind,” he said flatly.

“Not when you’re asleep.”

He could have Waffles steer the ship when he was asleep, and loved doing that. The retriever with his paws up on the ship’s wheel was perhaps the funniest and cutest thing ever.

“I’ll, um… I’ll suck your… I’ll suck your d-dick. Whenever you want.” She blushed fiercely, her eyes flicking to all the other girls as shame lit her like a torch. “Or I’ll, um, fuck you. A-as much as y-you want.”

He had enough of that right now, and was about to tell her, but the girls beat him to it. They all rushed her.

Now, he expected them to leap up and tell Seffie that, no, they were the ones who sucked his cock and fucked his brains out on the regular. Instead, Mizu and Ashley and Rachel all crowded in and hugged against her, muttering platitudes about how she was going to be fine, she wasn’t going to be a starfish woman ever again, and that Ash was just in a bad mood because he’d had a bad experience with the anglerfish lady.

“She can stay, can’t she?” Rachel asked in a tiny voice. The felinian’s tail twitched and switched back and forth in agitation.

“Can she stay?” Ashley asked. She, of all people, ought to want to keep the harem as small as possible, given that she was his original girlfriend and now received much less of his bedroom time. She ought to want to keep them away, to get him in her as much as she used to, but apparently that wasn’t as important as saving this poor starfish girl’s life.

“Fine!” he yelled. “Fine. But we’re heading back in there now.”

“Let’s go,” Netsu said quietly, and grabbed up her war hammer in a white hot lava grip.


14- Doing This The Hard Way

They marched over to the city hall building together. They had always attracted stares, but the townsfolk had had two whole days to get acclimated to the sight of a man, along with his warrior womenfolk. Now though, striding through the town with determined purpose was something that gave off an intimidating aura. The children hid behind their mothers’ dresses and legs, the women flattened themselves against the buildings, or ducked back into their homes.

The front door of the town hall was shut to them. Listening at the door didn’t reveal anyone inside.

“It’s locked,” Ashley said, her voice thick with despair.

“It’s all right,” he told her. The game had informed him that the door had magical properties when he succeeded a fear check. Ashley hadn’t. Netsu had, but Rachel hadn’t either. He decided now was finally the time to use Drums of Doom. By drumming on his thighs twice, he felt the power of the aura flood out of him.

Drums of Doom

Rare Aura

Make two sharp percussions with hands or an instrument and spend moderate stamina to activate this aura, which remains active for 1 minute. Allies within 10 meters of you will have all social actions bolstered by two ranks (for example, Amateur will be boosted to Expert), while all physical actions will be bolstered by two levels.

Enemies within the aura’s area of effect suffer these as debuffs.

“Whoa,” Ashley said.

It was a yellow-gold sort of aura, filled with promise and lightness. It was like a warm spring day after a winter filled with gray cold. Not only would it buff their morale. The beauty of it wasn’t the ability itself, but the way it skyrocketed from his synergy card, Master of Haremonies.

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

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

So, with him surrounded by Ashley, Netsu and Rachel, he had +15 meters of range, amazing, and +75% aura effect. Their social action stats were through the roof right now.

When no one answered after repeated knockings, he wanted to use Voidform. The card said he could move through solid objects, but he’d tried once a day and still couldn’t seem to make it work. It as still a mystery as to why it wouldn’t, but also he didn’t want to wasted the possible massive damage benefit it could unleash on anglerfish lady, if indeed he needed it.

“I got this,” Rachel said. He turned and gave her a smile.

His catgirl slave with the light coating of gray fur and the skin tight sneak suit, grinned at him. She reached up to touch the obsidian gem hanging from the necklace he’d given her, after he’d set the gem into it.

The shadows enveloped her.

As a Rogue, she already had some bonuses to avoid being the center of attention, to slip unseen out of the enemy’s mind and get around to where they could be backstabbed. The obsidian necklace, Shade’s Heart, gave her the ability to sink into a shadow, and back out of it some ten meters away. It also greatly enhanced her abilities in other ways, but this one was the one they needed.

A few moments later a pair of latches clicked, and a humming glow they hadn’t perceived previously powered down. The hum dissipated, the glow faded out, and the door seemed to become much less of a threat than before.

The door opened.

Inside an unnatural silence and stillness both reigned over the once-great ship.

“You know the plan,” he said, and for once didn’t activate Boiling Blood.

They moved through the city hall quickly, and he used Drums of Doom again after the minute had run out. He wasn’t a stamina specialist, since he hadn’t boosted his Tough into the stratosphere like he had with Diamonds, so he wouldn’t be able to keep up repeated uses forever, but stamina refilled quickly, so he wouldn’t run himself dry for nearly fifteen minutes.

“I don’t hear anything,” Ashley whispered.

“I do,” Rachel said, and twitched a cat ear.

Suddenly, the anglerfish lady appeared at the end of a shaded hallway.

“Leave!” she roared. Her voice was enhanced by some spell or another. The sound washed over them, harmlessly rebounding off the buff from his aura. Netsu even laughed. He was so glad to have kept the original crappy card, and also quite glad the card had transformed into an aura when he’d melded it. He cast Delayed Dispel and let it simmer.

The spells started flying after that, and the first two were swallowed up by the pretty multi-colored sparks of Delayed Dispel. It was incredibly effective, but more effective was Rachel dashing into the room and right up to where she was casting. Rachel had done to her Quick what he’d done with Diamonds, as much as she could, and clapped a dagger between the anglerfish lady’s teeth a moment later.

“Open that mouth again and you’ll be eating knife,” she whispered.

Anglerfish lady immediately calmed.

That was the power of highly enhanced social skills. Even if she’d only been Amateur or Journeyman, the boost was nearly three ranks, so that put her near either high Expert or Master.

“You… I shaw you shwivel,” she whispered, mouth full of knife.

Just as Ash suspected, she had a pair of balls on the side of her face where his whole body had been consumed. They were big, since he was enormous now, and the effect was made more grotesque by the spots of blood and the sagging skin on her cheeks. See, his entire body had melted into her, and she’d torn off the excess skin, or cut it off with a knife, leaving a bit of crusted blood around where his wrists would’ve been. The skin of his hands sagged, just a big, where they were now fused with her face: the thumbs to either side of her mouth, all the way to his pinky fingers behind her ears.

Had his whole body just shrunk up into her? The answer was yes.

But his sack had ended up bulging out off her jaw, beside her chin.

“You bib thish,” she hissed. “You bave me hibeoush.”

“I don’t know how many men you’ve killed, or how,” he said, “but that ends now.” He nodded at Rachel, who relaxed the knife in her mouth, but held it at her throat.

“It’ll never end!” she wailed. You touch me again and you’ll die, that’s what’ll happen. You’re not special, coming back. Some of them came back and tried to get revenge. They failed.”

“I won’t,” he said.

“You’re not special. You’ll die, and that’ll be the end.”

“Tell your friends to stay away,” he told her. “You and I have some business to conclude.”

“What… you can’t… you can’t kill me.”

“I know.”

“I come back. I always come back.”

“I bet you do,” he told her. “Just tell Sally Seahorse and Fennelle and Octania to keep their distance. I’m not going to kill you.”

Her big, fishy eyes bulged. “What… what…”

“You hear me?” he shouted. “She’s not going to die today.”

And neither would he, if he was lucky.

“Hold her,” he said.

Netsu was there and had her by one arm before she had even begun to protest. Rachel had her by the other arm, keeping the knife to her throat.

“Wait, wait, wait—” she said, and she repeated this while he stalked toward her. There, along the one wall, stood the other three.

Ash stopped and pointed at him. “Seffie starfish isn’t even dead, by the way. She faked her own death and is aboard my ship. So stay right there, everything is going to be fine, nobody’s dead except me, and it’s going to stay that way unless you do something stupid.”

He finished his stalking routine, arriving just as Rachel and Netsu pushed anglerfish girl to her knees.

“I don’t have to explain what’s about to happen but I’m going to anyway. Your touch, anywhere except two places, turns any man into a male anglerfish. Since my lovely companions here are not males, they’re not transformed into male anglerfish. And, since you’re going to keep your clothes on—” He did not want to see if all the other victims were preserved as he was. “—I’m not going to touch you anywhere. Except those two places.”

“Please, I didn’t mean to,” she lied.

Netsu pushed her face to he floor, holding her by the wrists, while Rachel swiftly cut a thin slit in her ratty dress.

“You’ve never gotten this treatment, have you?” he demanded, and got his manhood out of his pants. He was too angry to get hard, but he also had incredibly high stats compared with when he’d entered this game system, and he had tremendous self control. Just the sight of Rachel, holding this woman’s butt and watching him expectantly, was enough to start getting him erect. Netsu was also watching with a twinkle in her molten eyes. She didn’t salivate, but the way that her mask cracked and was dribbling with lava made it look as though she was drooling at the sight of his cock.

He fisted it a few times and bent down over the hyperventilating lady, whose fish eyes had rotated to look back at him. Rachel had already run her fingers over the fish woman’s mound, slowly rotating around her clit and then stroking the whole length of her slit. If he hadn’t been hard before, that sight made his breath catch. Rachel also leaned forward and took him into her mouth, humming around his cock. When she drew back, grinning at him, a line of saliva stretched between his cock and her mouth.

“I’m doing what you told me to do,” he said, and pressed the tip against her opening.

“Oh…” she groaned. “Ohhhhhh.”

“Are you…” Octania, the octopus lady asked.

“He is,” the seahorse lady said. “He’s giving it to her.”

“You’re so tight,” he told her. It was true; every inch was a struggle. Supercasanova would have helped him be the right size and shape, but he deactivated that part of the card with a mental flick of the switch, and that meant every little bit was a struggle to force inside. He withdrew, stroking slowly in, then back out, shoving a little more of himself into her each time and making sure not to overload himself.

Half of Ash really wanted to punish this bitch. She had ordered his death on flimsy evidence. She had killed him, which was sort of his own fault. Regardless, he grabbed her dress-covered ass cheeks and drove downward hard, making her cry out.

She was so hot, and so wet, and so very fucking tight, he had to pause and take a breath, then ram in hard. The tightness worked in his favor, giving him a bit of pain to help stave off his climax. She cried out though, half anguish and half lust.

“Gods of the deep,” she managed. “It’s been so long…”

He pulled all the way out and drove all the way back down into her, hard and fast. All the breath went out of her in a rush.

Her fingers, no longer covered in slime or scales, clawed at the wood floor. Her eyes, now where they should’ve been in her head, fluttered with the pleasure or the pain, or both.

Ash felt the urge to just let go, seed her, but hissed out a wavering breath and held back. It was working. He just needed to not get carried away and go grabbing parts of her that would get him killed.

She grunted with each long thrust, like it was enough trouble just to stay conscious for what was happening to her. Netsu was no longer holding her wrists; she had her head buried in her arms.

The pleasure was intense. She clasped at him each and every time he withdrew, and he had to stop looking at her pink insides desperately pulling at his girth. She felt incredible. He felt the need to unload deep inside.

“Rachel,” he just managed, and slowly drew back out. She cast an uncertain glance at him, then stood and gave him a long, deep kiss. That wasn’t what he’d wanted, but accepted anyway, kissing her hard.

“You’re incredible, Master,” she told him breathlessly. “Fuck her hard.”

Several minutes later all traces of fish were gone. Her skin was now a creamy caramel color, her hair now bright green dreadlocks that hung in a curtain over most of her face.

That was for the best, because he couldn’t hold back. His climax had been threatening and now it angrily leapt up and demanded to be freed. It was not longer in his control, but insistent. He shoved downwards, making her whole body go limp, and that sent the both of them to the floor, him pinning her down. She cried out in ecstasy, and he roared out his climax.

A few seconds of euphoric release later he realized he was touching the back of her head, and wasn’t suffering any effects of pain or having his entire body dissolved.

“Let’s have a look at you then,” he told her softly, and lifted up enough that she could turn over.

She’d been a different species before she’d made this pact with the gods of the deep, a water type he hadn’t seen before. Her flesh was now rippling with different colors and even textures. It went a beige, creamy color one second and quickly shifted to a reddish color, deeper into a maroon color. This went on: maroon bled to inky black, then to a purple tinged with green, then a pattern of white with black splotches. Her hair had solidified into a number of large, rubbery tentacles, complete with little suckers on each one.

She was staring at him, but didn’t dare speak.

“You’re… a cephellian now.” Staves told him she was the other kind of elemental water race. Able to change her skin color and texture faster than she could even think, apparently.

He got back up onto his knees, then stood. She ignored his offered hand and instead sprang to her feet. Ripping off her dress, she stared down at herself, and ran her hands over her body. This time the color change was immediate and lasting. She went a warm, cotton candy pink color all over.

“No more gonads,” he told her. He forced himself not to shudder at the thought of her covered in dozens of ball sacks, and mostly succeeded. She stared up at him in wonder.

“How… how did you know?”

It was a high Staves and Arcana skill, and boosting those up to the level of his Diamonds with Jacked Up. He was truly loving this new Bard side of himself, and hoped he could grab up more Bard abilities to complement what he already had going.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Aliyah,” she said.


Interlude III - Planter of Seeds

Omega had figured out that something was very wrong with the situation across the globe. The world, as Omega knew it, was fundamentally fucked up, and not in any mere political or socioeconomic way. No, it was fucked up to the core tenets of reality.

The entire world, at least according to the precepts of the International Governing Body, had one goal and one goal only: to prepare the planet for the coming invasion. They knew the invasion was coming because the somehow, the invaders had engineered a ship capable of near light speed, but that ship was infinitesimally small and had only included a seed. The seed had done its part: it had utterly decimated the nearly the whole of North and South America before the world’s militaries had figured out a chemical concoction that stopped the insane thing’s growth, and then killed it.

They had been lucky, in a sense, that The Organism hadn’t been able to cross salt water. They had been less lucky when The Organism grew to such heights, literal kilometers into the sky, that it began spreading creepers that spanned tens of kilometers, and got hold of everywhere in the Caribbean, beginning by exterminating literally everyone in Cuba. Just before they destroyed it and nearly poisoned the atmosphere with the strongest weed killer ever developed, it had adapted to deal with the salt water problem, and had nearly gone from Alaska over to mainland Russia. When they’d found it trying to live in Antarctica, they’d put it out of its misery for good.

All that was to say that simple one-on-one fighting bouts that drew huge crowds were a thing of the past. And the F-1 racing circuit, all racing circuits actually, were extinct until the problem of the alien invasion was in the past.

So why he was presently watching a series of qualifying races made no sense to him. It was like the world he’d known and dominated back in Japan and Asia just wasn’t real.

“I don’t get what I am looking at,” he told Siya and the girls. Most weren’t paying attention; they were too busy wowing over the sights and sounds of Europe. For them it didn’t matter if the whole of reality was messed up. They just wanted ancient statues of nude men and women in the Greco Roman style.

Siya and one other girl, Kiralla, muttered softly about the strange competition. “Is it all holographic?” Siya asked.

“It’s far too big…” Kiralla answered. “And why would they make holograms of anything except Gallantir battles?”

“It’s incredible,” one of the others said. She wasn’t wrong.

For some reason, Omega understood it. He could see the tissue connecting Gallantir, the street fighting competition, and this new thing. The moment Siya’s fingers intertwined with his, and she whispered words of praise and encouragement, telling him he was going to be the king of this place. He was going to subjugate this whole place and dominate it, fuck it into the ground and make it his bitch. And the moment Kiralla plastered herself to his left side, the truth clicked into place.

Gallantir was a game. With Basic, Advanced and Ultimate skills, with its clear win condition, it was a game. The street fighting situation was a game. It was different, and basically had little more than a health track and special fighting moves. This was just another game. Perhaps it would end up being an accurate representation of how racing went, or perhaps there would be levels and upgrades, but a game nonetheless.

He peered down at Siya’s hand gripping his, and then at Kiralla, pressed bodily against his side. It hadn’t been clear until the two of them touched him. That didn’t make sense, not at first. Then again, the girl Callie dissolving into a glowing crystal hadn’t made sense either… he was starting to understand.

Not the details, but the broad overview.

Things made more sense when they began to interview him, when they got him the black Omega car, and he received his first few driving licenses. Once he started attending the exclusive racer parties, and he started bedding the hangers-on at those events, the remainder of the truth had become known.

Days of racing in the lower level challenges and then the basic racing practice courses blended together with expensive dinner parties and mixers, where Omega met the other racers, the racing and crew managers, and even a few of the more respected mechanics.

All he had to do was take Siya to one of these parties and dress up, and he drew the women to him, a Venus fly trap emitting its irresistible nectar.

Case in point: he had Siya on his arm, and she was wearing something so filmy and clingy it would have been blurred over in America. She was drinking champagne that could actually call itself champagne, and she was passing one to him, but Omega wasn’t looking at the flute.

American racing teams talked about the tracks nearby, this or that curve and its difficulty rating, and the type of tires that worked best for navigating them in the best times. They chatted loudly, only pausing for a moment to take in the immaculately dressed, swarthy-skinned man of Indian descent with the knife blade cheekbones and the fashionable beard cut to mimic three days’ stubble. More than a few of them drowned a little in his blue eyes, and not just the ladies.

Omega greeted them, while Siya slid seamlessly into the conversation, asking about the turns, the engine sizes, and the tire composition as if she knew everything.

Hell, it was possible she did know all that. He certainly was baffled by the knowledge of racing he could now dredge up, even though the only racing he’d ever done was in the streets and alleys of his home in Sri Lanka, and later the neighborhood where he lived in Japan.

He found himself drawn to a leggy brunette with smoky eyes and a large, expressive mouth. Although thinner than Siya, she had somehow crammed at least double D’s into an emerald sequin dress cut low enough to show off the entirety of her cleavage and nearly her belly button.

She gave him half a smirk, discreetly bit her lower lip, and told him she’d never met a Sri Lankan man who spoke English with a Japanese accent. He took that to mean she wanted to see just how well he could satisfy her in bed.

He wasn’t wrong.

Omega wasn’t Omega here, but was Kasun Praathi, though he drove the number 69 car with the huge Omega symbol on it. It was another oddity of the switch in systems.

She grinned at him after another few flutes of champagne and asked how he liked Europe. She seemed to like his response, that Europe was a wonderful place for lovers. She then headed to the bathroom, walking away on her stiletto heels and glancing over her shoulder to make sure his eyes were glued to her swishing ass. She’d then come back and asked whether Siya was a relative, lover, or other.

“She’s a lover,” he told her, before leaning in. “I wouldn’t worry overmuch. She likes to watch or hear about it later almost as much as she likes screaming my name.”

This was apparently the correct answer, because she extended a hand toward him. Taking it, he felt a satiny fabric in his palm. He had to make sure no one was watching, but when he did he pulled open a pair of black, lacy g-string panties.

“And what is your name, by the way?”

He told her.

“I’m Daisy,” she said, and paused with her eyes closed. It was definitely a face he’d seen before: she looked like she was gearing up for a nice, relaxing orgasm. “Daisy Fairchild.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Fairchild,” he told her.

“Oh, it’s Mrs. Fairchild,” she told him. “I have another gift for you.” She pulled a tiny remote control out of her purse. The remote had a power button and a dial. “That’s for intensity, not volume,” she whispered drunkenly in one ear.

So he spent the next hour slowly ramping up the vibration intensity on a small vibrator she’d tucked into her pussy and nestled against her clit.

She barely made it to the elevator doors closing before she leapt into his arms and stuck her tongue in his mouth. “I came already,” she breathed. “Now let’s get you off.”

Sinking to her knees in the elevator, she got a hand on what was in his pants, and purred. The sound turned to one of confusion a second later when there was more… and then more cock to grab.

“Holy hell, mister,” she said, and hauled it out of his pants. “You’re gonna hurt someone with this.”

She didn’t know the half of it.

Only glancing doubtfully at the veiny monster for a moment, she stuffed it down her throat.

Later, after they’d reached his hotel suite and he’d extracted the vibrator from her quivering and soaked pussy, the fuzzy parts fully came into focus. He inserted it into her ass and she groaned, telling him she’d never tried this, and he’d have to… ugh, he’d have to be gentle, and more about this made sense. By the time he had her knees pressed against her ears and she was telling him he fucked her better than her husband, he thought he understood how all this worked.

“You’re… so… fuckin… deep,” she shouted. “Ugh! Ugh! Ugh!”

This one, Daisy Fairchild, was going to be his test case for once he’d finished off this racing game here in Europe. Would she turn into a crystal like Callie when he dumped a load deep inside her? He thought so.

For now though, while he was climbing the ranks of the racing circuits, he was going to enjoy the way she worshipped his body. He had the first of the loads he was going to give her right… here… now.

***

“I can’t believe you came inside me,” she told him groggily.

He was silent, studying the curves of her body in the dim sliver of moonlight coming in through the huge curtained windows.

“You didn’t even ask,” she said, now seeming more awake. “You just did it. What if I’m not on birth control? What happens if you get me pregnant?”

He didn’t speak, but instead considered. He’d already been driving for three days in this country-slash-gaming-system.

In the darkness, she got some of his seed and peered at it in the moonlight. “Cripes, Kasun, what was I thinkin?”

He opened the curtains and watched the lights of the city as they moved along the roads, or went into and out of rooms. It was nothing like Japan… but it would be. When he’d left Moscow it had two different Gallantir fighting domes, already lit with highlight reels of matches that had never happened there.

His presence had created that. His efforts and victory over the general had turned the sky light with the holographic advertisements, his sex with Callie had put flying cars in the air. He had rearranged the whole continent with his seed.

Turning back to her, he smiled.

She stared at his midsection and what was returning to life there. “Crimanitely,” she said, a southern lilt appearing. “You gonna take that thing and rearrange my guts again, ain’t you?”

“I am,” he said.

“You… ain’t gonna wear a condom are you?”

He shook his head.

“And you’re… gonna…” She peered down at the alarming amount of his seed on her hand. “Again, ain’t you?”

“Yes,” he said. Omega was the end of marriages. Most likely, at least. Some of the women he’d bedded he had never spoken a word to, and couldn’t tell if they’d been married before he threw their lives into chaos. Now though, he had a very real chance of undoing hers.

The thought made him harder. Even if she did end up turning into a crystal and it didn’t matter, he loved the idea of planting seeds. He had done so in Sri Lanka, as a boy, planting the seeds of flowers and trees everywhere he could. He loved returning to formerly brown soil and finding life there.

“What happens if you get me pregnant, huh?” she asked, though there wasn’t any recrimination in her voice. Only wonder. She had never even considered, in her wildest dreams, that she would be impregnated by a person who wasn’t her husband, never mind a man of his… ethnicity. She didn’t have to say it in words; her facial expression and tone of voice told him as much.

Her questions would go unanswered. They all died in her throat when he pushed his growing erection into her mouth and slid his hand up one of her powerful thighs.


15- The Ship’s Mascot

She broke down crying when he told her her name was pretty, and sobbed against his chest. He could touch her now and not have to worry about getting immediately digested, thank fuck, but her body would have crumpled down to the floor if he hadn’t caught her. From there, she explained that the men always died, their entire bodies got sucked into hers wherever they touched her, leaving only a pair of balls in a little pouch that was now part of her. Forever part of her.

“There were… dozens,” she choked out. Her color changes were coming slowly not, rolling over her in waves of thundercloud purple, sickly green, and dull red.

“That sounds awful,” he said.

So not only could she not have sex and change back like the others, she ended up with a permanent mark from every ordeal where a man went screaming to his death. And she was responsible, she claimed, for the deaths of at least forty men. As if it wasn’t bad enough to watch men die in confusion and she remain a fish person, she sobbed, she looked like a fucking monstrosity.

Seffie, Octania and Fennelle always got their forms back, for a time, from whoever ended up here, but Aliyah never could. Never once.

“I’ve forgotten what I looked like,” she said, and studied her hand, with the webbing between her fingers. Then she studied her hair, curling and writhing like an octopus normally moved.

She’d been crying nonstop ever since he finished, but she slowly began to calm down. The other three crowded around her, just like his girls had done with Seffie an hour ago, and he threw Rachel and Netsu a sharp look.

Don’t, that look said. We don’t need another five crew members.

What he needed was reward cards. Like it or not, he was doing this for a few reasons other than sex. He needed to get the hell out of this town, for one thing, and Master of Haremonies provided not just experience points but also reward cards.

He wiped away the xp breakdown, because the raw number was far more important than the different sex acts he’d done. Had she climaxed? Yes. This mattered more because he had cards coming when that breakdown included climaxing.

He chuckled.

The haul ended up being one rare and four uncommon cards, which was now starting to feel like not enough. One of those uncommon cards was an orc racial card he didn’t need, one that gave him a bit of toughness and a buff to various stats while in battle. Another was a light bard aura he considered using if he desperately needed, which helped ease the strain of long journeys on foot. Since they were on a skyship, this didn’t mean too much, so he put it in his pouch to give to Rachel later. The third was a precursor to Fireball, Elemental Blast, which was great, though not what he needed. He wanted to upgrade both Tsunami and Fireball. The last uncommon was a pair of Dragonhide Gloves, which provided some armor, fire resistance, and helped deal a little more elemental fire damage. Not bad, but not great. He put them on, saw that they were a pretty nice fit and good style, and kept them on. Then he remembered that Evie always needed this kind of thing for her Artificer abilities and transformed them back into a card. They’d go right to her when they met up again.

The rare was exactly what he needed, but not for this problem. Another copy of Tsunami.

“The problem takes care of itself,” he muttered.

The result of melding them was The Great Wave, which he was pretty sure was the meaning of tsunami in Japanese anyway. Lazy naming conventions. Still, the double rare version had a much higher damage rating and an improved chance of knockback or knockdown. He put it right back into his deck, and sighed.

Patience. He told himself that there were options for dealing with this curse. Not great options, options that might get one or more of the girls killed, but options anyway. And there was still time to hopefully get the card or cards he was hoping for.

Now… where was he? Oh, right, the adorable kobold who’d been a starfish until last night.

“Seffie wants to come along with us on the ship,” he said. “When we leave.”

“You can’t leave yet!” The other three blurted.

“Seffie… can’t leave,” Aliyah said. “None of us can. You could… once you fulfill your bargain, but Seffie cannot leave this city.”

His face clouded over immediately with anger. “Explain.”

The moment Seffie left the city, she explained, the curse would cause the city to collapse into the deeps. They had suffered the curse of the deeps in order to make the town safe for its inhabitants, and if any one of them left the town, it was over, the curse would swallow up the town. The other three nodded somberly. They had been given visions when they’d entered into the pact and taken on the curse. They knew intimately how the supports would be broken, the town would topple, and great creatures from the seas would gobble them all up.

“You could just… leave,” Netsu said simply.

They all stared at her, except Ash, who was shaking his head in amazement.

“You could just leave the town on the next ship that comes in.”

“You don’t understand how curses work, do you?” the seahorse woman said bitterly. “We’d be hunted by creatures of the deep. The whole ocean would immediately come alive trying to kill us. It wouldn’t ever stop, either. And even if we did make it, we’d be trapped in these forms forever, needing ocean water to survive but unable to be close to it. It might be fine for Seffie, Octania and Fennelle, they might perhaps be able to live something like normal lives. But Aliyah and myself… we would remain like this until some terror from the ocean managed to get us.”

“Somehow,” Aliyah said.

“Imagine a sky ship full of some tanks of fish and seafood, still alive because they’re wanted in some far off rich place,” Octania said. “They all go insane over our location, kill the crew of the ship, and it rains sea serpents on our heads.”

“These are some of the visions we were showed,” Fennelle explained.

“And all the other townsfolk show signs as well,” Aliyah said. “Gills, flippers, scales, fish eyes, tentacles. All of them have the curse mark. None of us would be able to survive far from the sea, and the sea would be vengeful.”

“Taking Seffie,” the seahorse woman said, “would condemn us all to death.”

That sucked something hardcore, but Ash supposed this was how curses worked. You weren’t supposed to just buck the curse and expect everything to be okay afterwards.

“Fine,” he said. “I tell you what I’ll do then. Why don’t we try to get you all a reprieve from looking like fishy fish, uphold our part of the bargain, and be off?”

The four of them exchanged glances.

“I think…” Aliyah said. “I think that’s the best we can hope for.”

“Just… give me a day to try and break the news to Seffie, all right?”

She knew. She had to know. She was going to doom this entire town to gruesome deaths, and she was okay with that.

“You’re also going to make it so that the ship and the girls are in danger any time we’re over water,” he told her when he headed back to the ship. “Not only is everyone in this town going to die, you’re going to endanger us at every turn.

Seffie was sitting on the bed in the captain’s quarters, crying into her hands, body heaving and shaking. Her scaly little form looked so pitiful against the huge bed.

One billion active users, was the thing that kept pelting through his mind. Here were two hundred or so people from earth, every single one of them women and children, and taking Seffie off this platform meant another two hundred earth people dead. He absolutely needed to keep Seffie off this ship.

“There are flying sea monsters,” he lied. Maybe. “You think they can’t fling something up out of the ocean and hit the ship?”

Knowing what he knew about Monster Tournament, the game where you had cutesy little monsters in special magic cages and used them to duel your opponents, there were flying sea monsters. Flying sea monsters might exist in this world. Probably did. After all, there were already flying fish much larger and more dangerous than earth had ever seen.

Then there was that other game with rock-spitting octopuses. Malevolent little fuckers. These probably existed, or something like it, which could and would pelt the ship with rocks from the surface, bring it down, and kill everyone on board.

”I can’t stay here!” she wailed. “I hate it! I hate my body, I hate not remembering who I was, and I hate being stuck in this hell.”

“I get it,” he said. “I understand. We’re doing what we can. We’ll see if we can’t fix everything.”

“You’re just saying that,” she cried. “You’ll leave just as soon as you finish fucking Octania and Fennelle and Sealia.”

“I’m not,” he said. Maybe a lie. Hopefully not. “You can stay the night here, okay? We’ll talk after that.”

It was time to meet with the girls, find out what they’d been up to, and reassure them everything was all right. Which was how, with food catered by the best tavern the town had to offer, they sat up on the foredeck with a low table and had a nice dinner together.

He explained all about what they’d discovered, about the three girls still left to be transformed, and the hard truth: without breaking the curse, they wouldn’t be taking Seffie with them.

“But… she’s the ship’s mascot now,” Ashley told him.

“I’m sorry, what?” he asked. “I heard you wrong. I could’ve sworn you just said she was the ship’s mascot.”

“That’s what I said.”

He stared around. “What are we talking about?”

“We love her,” Evie said, and he watched in horror as Mizu, Tinniel and Aria all nodded. Netsu and Rachel seemed dumbstruck by this news, which was one ray of light in this whole batch of nonsense. He was not thrilled with this news.

He could deal with a would-be mutiny, if and when the day came. Right now, without question, the plan would be to keep Seffie on board, and throw her overboard, back into the town, the moment they lifted off. He wasn’t going to condemn the whole down to watery deaths because Ashley liked the little kobold.

“Then you’d damn well better have some good news,” he said.

“Now that we have the town’s resources working on our side, we have a lot,” Evie said. “I have a water breathing solution, and I have an underwater light solution.”

“Deep water pressure?” he asked.

Mizu wouldn’t suffer from any of this, but the rest of them were not so fortunate.

“I… not yet. I’m thinking we can do the transformation potion that let you… uh, let you um… turn into a tentacle monster.”

“You can say ‘fuck the living daylights out of Rachel and Tinniel,’ it’s all right,” he said. “And then you can say that you demanded to have the recipe to that potion so you could get your own tentacle treatment.”

Evie blushed madly. “I didn’t… I c-can’t… you don’t…”

The others were chuckling.

“We’re not going to kink shame around here,” he told her.

“Which is good, because you have all the kinks,” Rachel commented quietly.

“Hey!” Evie protested.

When the laughter had died down, he told her, “Those transformation potions have a limited duration. It was thirty minutes in the restaurantI don’t know as we can get all the way down there, do what we need to do, and get all the way back up.”

“It’ll be easier to create a pressurized box, a sort of cramped room, where we can all use the potions, do our business, and head back to the room before the duration runs out.”

That sounded nice, except he wanted a contingency. There was no way they were going to be down in the deep ocean, all in Mizu’s water form, then suddenly change back into themselves, where they would be instantly crushed. They expected to run into trouble.

“Let me ask the ladies where the curse originated and what we’re looking to do. If we have to battle an ancient underwater god, we’ll come up with a different plan. If it’s something easier, we can go with the transformation potions.”

He didn’t need to go far; they were standing outside the ship in a group, with Aliyah the cephellian, still looking a little fish-like but much more like a person. She now wore a less ratty dress, one that had been cut to emphasize her considerable assets. That didn’t stop her from adjusting the dress to better hold her breasts, and produce a nice line of cleavage, and smoothing her tentacle hair back out of her face. She hadn’t seen him stand, until Octania nudged her and she looked up from where she’d been staring down at her cleavage, and immediately changed colors to a bright yellow with red patterned spots.

The other three had also spruced themselves up and were standing with chests puffed out, batting eyelashes at him. The seahorse lady Sealia had applied makeup to her long snout and around her eyes. It was, honestly, adorable.

“Ladies,” he said. “What brings you here?”

But he knew. And they knew he knew.

Which was how, an hour later, he was having a multi-course meal in a large dining room in the city hall building/converted skyship hull, up on the top deck and overlooking the town. They had a commanding view of the setting sun over the ocean. Honestly, he had a commanding view in all directions, including the women who were ravenous to get him inside them.

Aliyah sat at his right hand and made sure he didn’t need to use his own fork. Instead she fed him bits of food, individual grapes, and made sure the serving girls had his cup filled at all times. She touched him constantly: her foot ran up and down his calf muscle over and over again. One hand rested on his forearm at all times, and the other made sure to brush against his lip whenever she fed him this or that morsel.

Octania, Fennelle and Sealia all watched enviously, eyes bright. They bit their lips, adjusted their dresses to better showcase their breasts, or shifted uncomfortably at the table. Octania was definitely stroking down between her legs covertly, but more than once he caught the other two with one hand beneath the table.

They asked him to tell them about the wider world, and he obliged. He told them stories of falling out of the sky and rescuing people with telekinesis, then told them stores about rescuing Ashley from the dungeon with the orgasm puffball, and crossdressing in a town to avoid having the former cartel assholes gang up on him.

“Could you tell us… some of your other stories?” Octania asked.

He smiled, and feigned ignorance. “Other stories? You don’t want to know all about my dashing deeds of heroism?”

“We want to know how it is you have seven women,” she replied. “You sleep with them all regularly, don’t you?”

He laughed. “That would make for a crowded bed… they go in shifts, two or three with me each night.”

Octania sighed loudly.

“A man every night,” Fennelle breathed, then seemed to realize what she’d said and stared down at her food.

“We want to know what makes you so different,” Sealia said.

“Nobody’s ever… conquered Aliyah before,” Octania added.

“This isn’t how it usually goes with the five of you, is it?” he guessed.

They were silent for a time. “No.”

“It’s my fault,” Aliyah explained. “I… get jealous. Every time they begin to transform back, I can’t… I can’t control myself. I just go and demand one of them, and they…”

“They never last long,” Sealia said softly.

“They don’t want me because I’m hideous,” she snapped at the seahorse woman. Her demeanor changed utterly and completely when she turned back to behold him. “Until Ash.”

“Yeah,” Octania sighed, like she was madly in love with him, and by the way totally okay that he had already fucked her coworker.

“You could stay,” Aliyah suggested. “We would give ourselves to you every day. The curse would be held at bay.”

“We’ll make sure you never wish to leave,” Octania said suggestively.

“I was under the impression that changing all of you back would lift the curse,” he lied. He knew that curses couldn’t be so easy. It was, however, the story they’d given him when he’d gotten in here.

Aliyah rocked back in her chair like he’d just sucker punched her. Her mouth opened, as if to begin apologizing, but he held up a hand to forestall that. “It’s all right. I don’t blame you for lying. It’s a shitty curse. If I were you I’d probably try anything I could to lift it.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I wish I could stay, but that won’t be possible.”

“I need you, Ash,” Octania said. Based on voice alone, she was telling the truth; her words dripped with lust.

“We all need you,” Fennelle said.

“What about you?” he asked Sealia.

The seahorse woman looked abashed. “I… have a similar problem Aliyah has. It’s… a quirk of the form.”

“The depositing eggs inside the male thing?”

Meanwhile he felt a tentacle slither over one foot and around his ankle. Octania had disappeared beneath the table and was crawling on hands and knees toward him. Two tentacles wrapped around one of his legs, massaging his muscles, and a third one snaked up into his shorts.

Meanwhile, Sealia ducked her head in shame. “It’s all right,” he told her. “I think there’s a solution.”

She sat up excitedly. “You mean it?”

Under the table, Octania had his pants open and was fisting his erection. Tentacles were sliding all over his midsection. These were muscular and seemed to have minds of their own, curling around his legs and trunk and massaging him all over.

“I mean it,” he said, straining not to give away the octopus woman’s game.

“Please,” Sealia said, “please can I be next? Whatever solution you have, you can do it. I don’t care what it is.”

“You’ll have to wait,” Aliyah purred. “Ash is presently occupied.”


16- The Other Three

He took them one at a time, though Aliyah was there always, watching and breathing encouragement to him, and telling him just how incredible he was. And she narrated everything, too.

She told him how amazing he looked, the perfect image of manliness buried all the way in Octania’s throat. His cock: astonishing, the way it looked shining with Octania’s saliva, the way it sounded squelching in and out of her mouth. What he was doing just now made her incredibly wet, she said, watching Octania’s tentacles wriggle all over his body.

He didn’t mind having another round with the squishy cephellian. It was far better than the miserable looking anglerfish woman. She was now a completely different creature, a sort of octopus girl, with smallish breasts that weren’t breasts, tentacles for hair, and skin that changed color often. He wondered if she would be boneless and flexible like Mizu, and told her he didn’t mind being the subject of a threesome, but she insisted that he make the other three slaves to his mighty tool before she would indulge herself again.

She didn’t limit herself on pleasure, though, and neither did Fennelle or Sealia. As soon as he pulled out his chair to reveal the wriggling mass of tentacles clasped to his body, and the mouth enveloping his girth, they fell silent and started watching in rapt fascination. Aliyah was the first to pull her dress up, spread her legs, and begin massaging herself, all while keeping up a sultry play by play.

She couldn’t honestly understand why she’d had to wait for so long. But the wait was worth it, she breathed in his ear. She had never orgasmed like that in her life. She had never felt so stretched out. She had never been dominated like that, and even now it got her wet and ready for him.

The fish girl Fennelle and the seahorse girl Sealia were soon touching themselves too, heaving for breath and watching Octania try to change herself back to her before state with his dick.

Five minutes of her going to town on him later, she choked on his cock, and he looked down to see that her face was that of a dark-skinned elf with gleaming violet eyes, staring up at him. The tentacles had retracted, though they weren’t completely gone, and he got her to her feet.

“It’s already working,” Aliyah whispered, and started to shudder as the sensations overwhelmed her.

“I’ll take it from here,” he told Octania. The servants had cleared the table and he sat her on it, ankles up at his shoulders. She was long-limbed and flexible, with the build of a runner, and he was soon rubbing the length of himself up and down her open slit.

“Put it in her,” Aliyah commanded in a hoarse whisper. “I want to… to watch it. Oh yessss.”

He pushed the head in, not minding being told what to do, and slowly inched himself into Octania’s clutching depths. It took several minutes to get her used to the size, to loosen her up enough to take him at all, but throughout all of it she stared down at the place where he was invading with wide, disbelieving eyes. With her legs to either side, and her ankles up at his shoulders, it was all on full display for him, her, and Aliyah. Octania was on her elbows and seemingly rooted by her bewilderment. All that fit in her? Those eyes were full of disbelief.

“That whole cock goes inside you,” Aliyah told her, rubbing at her clit and moaning again. “Every bit of it. All the way up to your lungs. It must feel amazing.”

Indeed, he was soon at the place where he could get fully into Octania. And she did feel amazing, it was true. Her lithe body gleamed with sweat from the sex, and she continued to stare at every stroke, wordless but beginning to make breathless, squeaking moans.

When he finally had her ready, he began really pounding down into her receptive body. Quivering and shaking, her breasts jiggled at the end of every heavy downward thrust. Her moans became more and more, and more high pitched, until finally her mouth hung open in a wordless moan, her eyes fluttered closed, and her head dropped back. She came hard, going limp on the table and shaking without a sound.

“Gods of the deep,” Aliyah muttered, “I’m going to… again…” She too started to climax. Gradually her eyes drifted closed and her head also fell back.

By the time he finished with her, again, the transformation back to Octania’s former self was complete: she was a swarthy-skinned elf with violet eyes and powder blue hair, shot through with streaks of violet, a darker purple, and deeper blues. He leaned down and gave her a kiss on the lips to signal that he was done.

For now.

“Wait,” she whispered. “Don’t leave. Just… hold me. Please.”

In response he picked her up, princess style, and sought out a bedroom where they could cuddle without needing to lay on a dinner table, or get splinters from being on a ship’s decking.

Carrying her, he asked, “What’s your name?”

“Orivette,” she told him, and snuggled into his broad shoulder.

Aliyah let the way, and he found himself in a sumptuous bedroom with a rather huge, circular bed. The others followed, and sat on the edge of the bed, watching him wistfully.

“Come on, then,” he told them.

Aliyah was on him in a flash, snuggling her head into the crook of his shoulder and rubbing her whole body over him again and again. While Orivette recovered and just lazily circled his nipple with a finger, the former anglerfish lady hiked up her dress and rubbed her whole lower body against him. Soon enough she removed her dress entirely and draped herself over him. The whole time, she ground her crotch against his hip.

“Don’t hog him,” Fennelle complained, while Sealia sat at the edge of the bed and simply stared.

“You want to transform back? You can get what you want,” Aliyah shot back, and hefted his flaccid up to show what she was talking about. See, the gesture said, she wasn’t covering up the bit that mattered.

Fennelle made an unhappy noise in her throat, then began climbing up his body on hands and knees.

She was largely fish: from scales to fins to large, glassy eyes and huge, vacuum mouth. She had already stripped out of her dress, and he now saw that the scales ran down the sides of her body, with a bit of creamy skin in the middle. Her breasts were good handfuls, and had only a few scales at the very sides. These were tipped in the longest nipples he had ever seen. Hardened, they stuck out longer than his nose.

She spotted him staring at her and covered her face.

“Bring those nipples up here,” he told her.

Fennelle stared at the other two hugging him to either side. “There’s no… I can’t… ugh, these two whores won’t take their hands off you for one second.”

Aliyah stared at her for a long moment, then turned and started nibbling his earlobe while humping against his hip yet again. The sheer pettiness of it made Ash want to laugh out loud. Orivette didn’t respond at all; Ash suspected she had fallen asleep.

“Lay on my front,” he said. “Turn around. Your back to my front.”

She didn’t quite get the point of this until he reached up and started playing with both her nipples at once. She’d wriggled up so her head was next to his, and her ass settled right onto his now stirring cock. Just as he hoped, she gasped and started moaning. Her nipples were as sensitive as he’d imagined. It only took running his hands and fingers over her nipples back and forth. It took seconds before she was writhing a delicious ass on his midsection.

Ash grinned. This was the absolute limit of female he could have rubbing up against him at any given time, but he rather enjoyed it.

“You’re incredible,” Aliyah whispered in his ear, and started kissing his neck. Her tentacle hair kissed around his neck, jaw and cheek. “I understand why Seffie wants to stay with you and leave this place. I can’t believe you’re going to fuck your way to freedom alone.”

“If Fennelle says it’s all right,” he whispered, “You can sit on my face while I change her.”

She shuddered and groaned.

The answer came immediately from the other side of his head. “Yes!” Fennelle cried. “You can do it. I want to watch.”

Aliyah moving away from him gave him the space needed to wriggle out from under the dozing Orivette. Fennelle had already straddled his hips by the time he settled into position, and had a handful of his shaft. Aliyah was already swinging one leg into position by the time he got his eyes on those incredible nipples and started driving Fennelle absolutely wild.

From there his vision was obscured by Aliyah on his face, and his hearing was a little muffled. Not so muffled that he couldn’t hear Fennelle’s loud cries. With Aliyah it was easier to know how he was doing, because she began grinding herself down onto his mouth. In the meantime Fennelle was happy to do the work of fucking herself back to normal. Her ass rose and fell down on his hips, hard, each time.

In the meantime Aliyah got into position and pressed herself down onto his face, then proceeded to use him as a dildo. She raked herself back and forth over his face. All he could do was dart his tongue up into her at points, and swirl it around before she started to rock the other way.

She muttered literally the entire time, about how manly he was, about how virile and unbelievable, about how no one had ever made her feel like this. Her pussy, his tongue was all the way up in her poor little pussy, and oohhhh that was her clit, yes right there, her clit.

He made sure to his hands on Fennelle’s nipples, thumb running back and forth over them. He loved the way they sprang back to attention each time he pulled it aside. He especially enjoyed how much noise she made from the sensation, and was thankful to Supercasanova for making all these acts even more pleasurable than they otherwise would have been. Soon, though he couldn’t see her, Fennelle began to shudder and groan louder with the climax that took hold of her.

This set Aliyah off again, and she leaned down onto Ash’s chest, tentacle hair kissing and sucking the skin of his belly. Then she slowly toppled to one side and lay there heaving.

“You’re… something else,” Aliyah muttered.

Fennelle was already mostly transformed into a plain old human, and only required a hefty load from a strong climax to erase any of the last vestiges of her old form. She kept the nipples, thankfully, because he was keen to get them in his mouth. Turned out this was an amazing idea. She had another, less intense orgasm from having him suck on them. As a human, she was basically the same size and shape as she’d been before: tall and lanky, but now with a luxurious curtain of soft robin’s egg blue hair, and matching eyes.

“Welcome back to your old self,” he told her.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

“What should I call you?”

“Ehh… Fennira.”

“Good to meet you, Fennira.”

After some time cuddling with Fennira and Aliyah, he knew he was recovered enough to go yet again. He sent a silent thank you to his vastly increased Tough attribute. Then he beckoned Sealia, the last of them to remain in her council member form. She slowly shook her head.

“You don’t understand,” she told him. “I will hurt you. Possibly kill you.”

Ash held the base of his cock and grinned at her. “Don’t you worry about that. Daddy’s got you covered”

He got her down on her knees, smiling indulgently the whole time. “I don’t need to see your ovipositor. You won’t have one soon.”

“But—”

She wasn’t capable of speech after that, because he pulled her in and she began sucking him off. The snout she had wasn’t anatomically correct, and it was a tube. Her eyes bulged with understanding, and her hands drifted up to his hips, then slid down between his legs.

He closed his eyes and began to enjoy the suction. Like with Fennelle/Fennira, he was happier just feeling the sensations of the sex. This was unlike anything he’d felt with any of the others. Even Mizu still felt like a typical woman when he slid inside her.

This was something else entirely, and not in a bad way. As soon as she realized what was happening, she hummed contentment and got really excited to see whether this would work.

She had a tongue, and he couldn’t be sure what it looked like, but it curled around his entire length several times. He let her know what felt good. It massaged him just as much as her mouth did, wrapping around the head or lashing the underside. Her hands explored as well, and she soon figured out that he liked having his balls lightly scratched.

Ten minutes later she was noisily blowing him, when Aliyah stirred.

“Oh yes,” she urged. “Fuck her face. Put a load in her belly, Ash. Then put one in my belly.”

She plastered herself against his back, and ran her hands over his body. The dirty talk was turning him on. He ran his hand through Sealia’s hair, and realized she had hair.

“You’re doing it,” Aliyah told him, and pressed her mound against his ass and leg, squishing herself into him from behind, running her hands up and down over each of his ab muscles, up and over his pecs, and pressing kisses into his back and arm. “Gods in the deep, you look so sexy. I can’t wait to get you inside me again, Ash. I want you as deep as you can go. I want you to flatten me into the bed. Press me up against the wall and take me as hard as you want.”

The words had their intended effect. Ash groaned and loosed his seed into Sealia’s mouth, not caring if she swallowed or not.

He found her fully transformed, amazingly enough. She was staring at herself, but when she found him looking at her, she closed her eyes and noisily gulped down what she’d kept in her mouth the whole time.

He ended up having another round with Aliyah just a few minutes later, taking her in most of the ways she’d breathlessly begged for, followed by another round with Sealia, whose name was really Sinvianna. She was another elf, but a blue-skinned one with orange and red hair, like a sunset in progress.

This time he really made sure to give her real pleasure, pulling out all the stops. This meant extended time with his head between her legs, while Aliyah looked on in awe, and then all the positions she could handle, for as many orgasms as she could take.

At some point, Orivette woke again, and Fennira rejoined them.

“You did it,” Aliyah told him, amazement clear in her tone.

He had. He fulfilled the quest, and earned his freedom.

“One… one more time?” she asked.

“You’re insatiable,” Orivette told her.

“You would be too if you had to go through what we went through,” Sinvianna said.

So he did. He gave Aliyah another load deep inside her, followed by Sinvianna, who absolutely loved to take him on her hands and knees, and look at them in the mirror. In fact, the sex went on most of the night, with the other two as well, until finally Ash fell into a heavy sleep. Aliyah snuggled in at his side.

And then a few hours later, she went and ruined everything.


17- Cluck That

The sex went all through the night, and it seemed like the system got tired of giving him experience points and reward cards, because at some point both of those dropped off. Aliyah was insatiable, which made sense. For the last three months touching her had meant death. Now she was constantly rubbing herself up against him, grabbing him, fondling this and that part, kissing him everywhere, sucking on all the parts that would feel good to have him suck on.

He received bonus points for Aliyah’s kink round about the third time he left a load in her and on her, though he couldn’t be sure what that kink was. He received bonus points for Fennelle’s (now Fennira’s) kink, though again, it didn’t mention. He was pretty sure Fennira’s kink was that she was bisexual… or experimental.

Those two only mattered inasmuch as they granted him double rare rewards, which he thought was an improvement over the previous rewards using the older version of Master of Haremonies. He didn’t mind either way.

His total haul was twenty-six uncommons, eight rares, and these two double rares. In cards anyway. His total experience point gains were over 60,000, given the Relationship rewards and the tiers he’d gained that way.

Oddly, conversation with Seffie had netted him more Relationship points than simply sexing these four all night long. Or not so oddly, as he considered it further; the Relationship system was based more on trust and love than lust. People had sex with strangers all the time… and honestly they had relationships with the wrong people all the time, but he wasn’t about to get into the weeds philosophically in this regard. He filed the information away though: to get everyone to the hundred point mark with Ashley, he would have to play Scrabble or have chats with them over a candlelight dinner or go on more elaborate dates.

Ashley seemed easy, for some reason. The Relationship menu wasn’t helpful in this regard, but Arcana told him he needed to boost his level to gain further insights. When he used Jacked Up to boost his Arcana temporarily, he was surprised—and a bit heartbroken—to find the answer.

You have succeeded an Arcana (Clever) check in regards to your Relationship status with Ashley Vanderpelt.

Ashley’s main concerns have always been with safety first, stability second, and physical intimacy third. The third is strongly linked to love in Ashley’s mind. You have provided Ashley a safe and secure place by your side, and though in her mind you had plenty of reasons to leave her, or reasons to choose another more capable, more knowledgeable, or better looking sexual partner, you kept her by your side. So long as Ashley has a roof over her head, food and a clean shower, she will only ever need a regular supply of sexual attention, and little more.

Ash chided himself for looking into this. It was like reading her journal or peeking into her innermost thoughts with magic: a definite invasion of privacy. It felt like something he shouldn’t be allowed to know. The write up made Ashley seem like a simpleton… although it wasn’t wrong, per se, it felt like he should reach into the system and slap whoever wrote that.

He got out the cards and sifted through them, looking first for the Sorcerer spell he wanted, and next for any useful auras. Luckily, he’d gotten another copy of Sorcerer’s Blood, meaning he could meld both it and Boiling Blood. Now he needed another copy of Dragon’s Blood. He wanted to keep the set bonus, and Staves had informed him that bonus would be lost if he turned Boiling Blood into whatever its double rare version was.

Still, Sorcerer’s Blood went into his deck.

From there the cards were mostly Bard and love oriented. He got two water cards, but one just made a whip out of water, and the other let him walk on water. Utility spells were pretty rare for Sorcerers, so he gave it a thumbs up before putting it into the ‘no’ pile. A third seemed promising: Manifest Heavens, but it just let him create a bunch of atmospheric air. It might do some interesting things underwater, like damage, but creating a ball of air to breath was not going to work. The water would simply crash back into place moments after he manifested.

He was about to despair that he wouldn’t get what he needed, when second from the bottom was Force Bubble.

“There’s daddy’s good luck,” he breathed, almost too low to be audible.

Force Bubble

Uncommon, Spell (Utility)

You create a semi-permeable membrane in a large sphere around yourself and any allies. The maximum size of the sphere is (Attuned level meters) in all directions, centered on your body.

The bubble itself is subject to dispelling effects, but is not a shield. Beings may enter the bubble by intentionally moving through it. Inanimate objects may enter the bubble with the intention of the caster.

Duration: 1 hour. Cost: High Mana. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

Attuned… level 6. Yikes. Six meters out away from him was a huge bubble.

Ash immediately put Force Bubble and Manifest Heavens into his inventory. He could create air inside the bubble now, and with any luck manifest another bubble when the timer was running low.

He didn’t bother extricating himself from the tangle of beautiful female flesh he was now covered in. Although he was keen to get down into the depths of the ocean, he desperately needed some rest before he could face down any gods of the deep.

Which was how he found himself chained to the bed the next morning.

***

Ash woke, yet again, to a spirited but not highly skilled blowjob, being performed by Aliyah and Fennira. They were just lumps under the blanket at first, but as soon as he pulled it aside, he noted their smiling face. In the meantime, former seahorse girl Sinvianna moaned in her sleep and snuggled closer into him.

“Mmm,” he mumbled. “That is nice.”

He then noticed a handcuff locked around one wrist, also linked around the bedpost.

“Excuse me,” he said.

They ignored him, while Fennira took a turn sliding her lips down his cock, and Aliyah slurped around his shaft and sack.

“Enough,” he barked. They both immediately froze and pulled back. “Now, what the fuck is going on?”

Orivette padded into the room wearing his shirt. “What was that?” She spotted the handcuffs and threw a surprised look her two fellow council members kneeling between his legs. “What is happening?”

“We want to keep him,” Aliyah said.

There was a necklace, a choker looped around his neck.

“He is not a pet,” he said. “And he’s also right… I’m also right here, right now.” Why was he talking about himself in the third person? The shock of realizing they’d double crossed him was considerable.

He couldn’t cast spells or use his abilities. The necklace had cut off his access to his action deck. Ash felt a surge of panic and reached up to grab onto the necklace, only to feel a shock of electricity run up his arm and leave him twitching on his bed.

You are being affected by a Slave’s Choker. Any order given by the owner of this item must be obeyed to the best of your ability.

Limitations:

*The owner of this item may give you 3 orders per day.

*You may not attack or harm the owner of this item, though the order is not expressly issued.

*You may not attempt to remove the item. Touching the item causes damage and a 6 second stun.

*You cannot be ordered to harm anyone, or yourself.

*You may defend yourself from harm with any and all abilities available to you.

*Orders given to you carry over permanently, unless the owner rescinds them.

He’d only been in this thing for a few hours at most, meaning she could only give him a few orders in addition to this basic shit. He hated it, but his mind went into overdrive trying to figure out what to do.

“This isn’t what we agreed to,” Orivette said. “This isn’t right.”

Ash was thrilled to have an ally, weak as she appeared, though it didn’t seem like Orivette was going to actually come to his aid. She seemed frozen to the spot with indecision.

“You wouldn’t’ understand,” Aliyah hissed. “You and Fennelle could always change back. I forgot what I looked like!”

“We all forgot,” Orivette said. “I could never remember my name. I just remembered everything that happened over the last three months, again. You couldn’t change back, sure, but it wasn’t like your problem was unique.” She threw her hands up in the air. “And it’s not like it gives you permission to chain a man up.”

“We were ready to let him die,” Sinvianna retorted. “And that includes you. If not me, then Aliyah. And you were okay with it then.”

Orivette hesitated. “Well, yes, but, that’s…” She trailed off, apparently not knowing how to win the argument.

“None of that matters!” he shouted. “Let me out of here, right now, or this gets real bad for you.”

“Oh, hush,” Aliyah told him, and the necklace tightened a fraction of a centimeter before relaxing again. “You won’t shout at us again, that’s an order.”

Ash froze, his mouth open. Now he couldn’t raise his voice against them. “I am not your slave. You don’t want to do this. Whatever you’re thinking of doing, it’s best if you let me go, let my people do what we came for. Or failing that, let us go.”

He began to panic. All he had to do now was get to the ship, and leave the town limits. With Seffie on board, the whole town would be dragged under and obliterated by the deep gods who’d made this agreement happen. That had been, until a moment ago, the very last ditch plan he could conceive of. Now it seemed like the only way to get himself out of this insanity.

“You’re not going to argue about your freedom any longer,” Aliyah told him, “and that’s also an order.”

The words died in his throat.

They did not, however, die in his mind. These fucking insane women.

“I have the means to explore the deep places and work toward ridding you of the curse,” he told them. It wasn’t an argument about his freedom exactly.

“I don’t care,” Aliyah said, then turned to Sinvianna. “Do you want to keep from being a fucking fish forever?”

“Of course not,” Orivette said, “but I’m not about to chain up the man who turned us back to ourselves. You shouldn’t do this. All of us know it’s wrong.”

Aliyah simply stared at her, shrugged, then, leveled that pitiless stare on Sinvianna.

Sinvianna glanced guiltily at Orivette, then back at the naked man chained to the bed, and nodded.

“Good. Get over here and get him hard with me. I’ll let you go first if you want.”

***

While two beautiful, crazy woman were sucking his cock and running tongues over his balls, Waffles went apeshit somewhere distantly.

They all woke up, sure enough.

“What’s going on?” Rachel mumbled, clearly half asleep blinking rapidly.

“Turn it off,” Ashley groaned, propped up on one elbow, eyes shut tight. She was naked and entangled with Evie.

“Something is wrong,” Netsu said.

None of the girls had ever seen Waffles do anything like this. The golden retriever jumped up and began barking nonstop, running in circles and growling at anyone who came near him.

For whatever strange reason—most likely the gods damned necklace—he couldn’t make the dog say much of anything. Instead, while the girls all started freaking out around him, he bounded off the ship, past several of the confused mages who’d kept the ship hidden from them, and up towards the ship’s hull that made up city hall.

He didn’t even bother to see whether they were following after, but instead tried his best to ignore the sensation of having two women service him. He had Waffles bolt as fast as possible, and heard Tinniel asking what was happening, and why. Instead of answering, he rounded corners, leaped over obstacles, and soon found himself at the door to city hall.

There he barked, and barked, and barked.

He realized, as the girls showed up to the city hall ‘building’ that he might have made a mistake here. He couldn’t make Waffles cast any spells against the council members because of the strictures imposed by the necklace.

Also, Sinvianna was grinding her pussy up and down his cock on the bed, and by the time they all got in here, she would probably have him inside her. The girls might wonder what the fuck he had led them to. Worse, the council members might just pretend that this was all part of some fuckfest, and maybe invite them to join.

Well, he had to hold out hope that a) they realized he was trapped here and chained up against his will, and b) the appearance of his girls meant Sinvianna and Aliyah would make a mistake and give up the game.

Outside, the rest of them had gathered. Waffles was raking his claws on the door, barking like an absolute unit, and a whole lot of townsfolk were poking their heads out to see what in tarnation was going on.

“I am unsure what we should do. Do we… force our way in?” Mizu asked.

“I’ll scout ahead?” Tinniel offered.

“Do it,” Netsu said, at the same time Evie perked up.

“Good idea,” she said, and cast a glance at Netsu that Ash didn’t care for. “Don’t go in though. Just look.”

“Agreed,” Netsu said.

The silence that took over was frantic and anxious, and it wasn’t more than a few moments before

“I will go in,” Mizu said.

“Same,” Rachel agreed.

“Unlock the doors,” Evie called, a moment before Rachel vanished into shadow, and Mizu collapsed into a puddle to slide under the door. A moment later, the door popped open, and even before Tinniel got back around to report the weird scene inside the town hall, they were racing in after Waffles.

The familiar raced ahead, pausing to sniff at the doors before bashing full body against one door off to the left.

The girls all ripped open the door, and stopped dead.

There on the bed was Ash, one arm raised and cuffed to the bed, a beautiful ass pumping up and down on his cock, while the gorgeous cephellian woman rode his face, changing colors and textures. The two other council members stood in the large, open room. Staring in confusion and horror, they glanced at the half dozen harem members who had just burst in.

“What the frickenfrack?” Evie demanded. Ash would’ve laughed if he hadn’t had a mouthful of pussy at the moment. It seemed that, despite everything, she still lost her potty mouth in the face of any sex act.

“He is trapped by a magic necklace,” Waffles explained in Ash’s voice. He went with third person because most of them had never heard their beloved pup speak before.

“Oh, cluck that,” Evie said darkly, and produced her sniper rifle.


18- You Wear The Collar

Tinniel’s voice trailed off halfway through telling them they’d never believe what she’d just seen.

“Oh,” she said lamely.

The other girls, meanwhile, all went into battle stances. Mizu brought out her badass gem-encrusted short swords, Netsu got out her war hammer, and Ashley got out her holy symbol, and heavy mace. Rachel already had her daggers out, one held out and the other tucked against her forearm. Evie made a show of drawing a bullet filled with magic, glowing purple goop. He’d used Waffles to stamp on the floor twice and engage Drums of Doom. It was a loophole he hadn’t thought of when this all started.

But Aliyah and Sinvianna were already up and off him, naked and pleading.

“Ash, stop them from harming us,” Aliyah told him. “That’s an order.“

“Are you fucking kid—” But he’d already raised his hand and cast Boiling Blood, which made allies of Aliyah and Sinvianna, and no one else. He was taking ‘us’ to mean the two women currently trying to fuck him in all senses of the word.

Ash’s girls were shocked, and wasted their round just staring at him and asking what the hell was going on. They couldn’t be sure exactly, except that he was now casting spells against them, for the first time ever.

“I have a collar on,” he called to Ashley and the girls. “It’s doing this.”

Then the Elemental Barrier sprang to life while they stood there, indecisive.

He turned back to Aliyah. “You know this won’t work, right? I can’t take on all of them at the same time. There’s just no way.”

“You have your orders,” she said stubbornly, and climbed back onto the bed. Soon she was behind him, clutching onto his body around his neck. Her body was hot against his back, and she was trembling.

“She’s going to choke him!” Ashley cried. Jeez, was she really actually crying?

“She’s not going to choke me,” he protested, and employed Improved Telekinesis to float Mizu slowly out the window. “And even if she does, who gives a shit?”

He was not allowed to argue on behalf of his release, so the next words died in his throat. Instead he had Waffles turn and bark a fireball out of his doggy mouth at them. It wasn’t a harming shot; he couldn’t be ordered to harm anyone. The ball of fire splashed into the ceiling and shocked everyone.

That seemed to do the trick. Evie broke out of her paralysis, lined up a shot, and shattered his Elemental Barrier with her sniper rifle shot. Although she didn’t do any damage to him, she erased the shield so Netsu could come pelting in.

With much more precision than he would’ve thought capable, she slammed the hammer down on the head of the bed, cracking the one handcuff and releasing him, from the bed at least.

“Oh no,” he commented, “I have failed in my duty to keep them away from you. How terrible.”

Employing Tsunami next, he swept Ashley, Evie, and Tinniel away from him and out of the large room. They all took some damage, but he knew it wasn’t nearly enough to put them out of commission.

Aliyah was handling this a lot better than Sinvianna. The tiny woman started screaming, a shrill sound that hurt his ears, and curled up into a nude ball against one wall.

Rachel was there, with a knife pressed to Aliyah’s throat. “Release him from the slave collar,” she purred. “No one has to get seriously hurt, not yet at least.”

Ash could plainly see panic gripping the nude council member, until he was able to get Supercasanova to work.

“It’s all right, Rachel,” he said. This froze her in place for the next several rounds, as he easily succeeded his Hearts (Charming) check against her. He had orders to follow, after all.

None of that did a lick of good though, because Netsu grabbed both he and Aliyah by the hair, and flung her away as soon as she’d moved him aside.

For whatever reason, this place didn’t have the same sort of fireproofing magic inlaid to protect it from people like Netsu. Perhaps they didn’t get volcashics out here. She also burned Aliyah’s hair tentacles.

“What kind of sorcerer are you?” she cried. “Can’t you kill them?”

“Why would I kill them?” he asked. “They’re my lovers. I have sex with all of them all the time. They’re all awesome.” Thank fuck the slave collar came with the stricture that he couldn’t be ordered to hurt anyone specifically.

“Kill them! That’s an order.”

“Ohhhhh,” he said. “Sadly your third order for the day was already issued.”

“You have sex with that?” Aliyah barked, wrinkling her nose in the direction of Netsu.

Ashley, Evie and Tinniel had just re-entered the room, but all rocked back at the words. Ashley shook her head, and Evie muttered something that he couldn’t hear. Later, he would learn she’d said, “Wrong fucken thing to say, idiot face.”

Netsu flared with heat and rage. “I thought you were a hideous, testicle-covered fish lady until yesterday. Who gave you the right to judge me, cunt?”

The bed burst into flames, and Ash scuttled off it. Netsu didn’t remain where she was, but instead stalked over to Aliyah, who was nursing her burned hair and turning a number of miserable colors. For the first time, she appeared fearful.

Netsu looked like a demon of molten lava, with a massive hammer over one shoulder. Behind her the bed began to really burn.

“Please!”

Netsu swung the hammer and launched the cephellian across the room, where she crashed into a wardrobe and fell in a boneless heap. She then turned to where Ash and Sinvianna were.

Ash felt the click of the collar being removed, and turned to find a tearful, miserable Sinvianna holding it.

Netsu strode forward, seized it, and went white.

He’d never seen her get this hot before. One second she was red, orange and a bit yellow, covered in stony black plates of volcanic rock, and the next the plates vanished into her. The orange all bled to yellow, and the yellow disappeared in a glowing white blaze of heat.

Ash wasn’t able to remain near her. He backed off, and went into preservation mode, so he didn’t even register that it was Sinvianna he pulled away from Netsu’s display here. He dragged the nude woman away from the flames exploding from the floor and the blackening of the floorboards.

“Netsu, we don’t—”

He couldn’t really even speak. He couldn’t even look at her without his eyes watering.

The slave collar hadn’t melted yet.

Blackness spread out from her feet. Flames licked up at their edges, and something boiled up from within the boards, some wax or waterproofing agent, or sap trapped inside. Ash could barely look at her.

The only thing he could make out was the slave collar, a powerful magical item, drooping from its perfectly circular band into an ellipse in her white hot fist.

The ceiling caught fire spontaneously.

“Everybody the fuck out of here!” Evie called.

Ash didn’t have to be told twice. He skirted the room, blinking against the heat, and took Sinvianna out. Aliyah and Orivette were in the custody of Ashley, Evie, Rachel, and Tinniel, and when they arrived at the front door, they found Mizu sliding back up toward them.

“I’m sorry,” he told her immediately.

“What is happ—” She cut off as a ball of fire roared up into the sky, and smaller explosions of flame surged out the windows at the back of the building.

“You done pissed her off,” Ashley told Aliyah, who was staring in disbelief.

“We’ll need everyone who can cast a spell to stop the fire from spreading,” Orivette told him.

“Good luck with that,” he said.

“What?”

“My people are leaving. I survived what was a suicide quest, and then you turned and tried locking me up. You went back on your word after giving me what you thought was a quest that would surely kill me. That’s two strikes. I’m not giving you all a third strike.”

“You’re very fucking lucky we don’t burn this entire town to the ground,” Evie said, staring up at Orivette fiercely. “We would be well within our rights to throw you people off the town and let the sharks have you.”

Orivette protested that she hadn’t done anything, but Ashley got on the fury train as well. “You didn’t stop your psycho bitch friend from putting a collar on my Ash, did you?”

Orivette looked like she might prefer to be an octopus again, and squeeze into a tiny hole and disappear.

They left the four council members and headed to the Wind Runner, and sat down in the galley, where Aria was scowling at them.

“Who ruined breakfast?” she demanded, and pointed to where breakfast had already gone cold.

When she got the answer, she was even more pissed off. She started stomping around in the kitchen, banging pots and pans around and slamming cupboard doors, before gingerly setting things on the stove or the chopping board. Ash would’ve laughed, but he was too annoyed at the way things had gone down.

They eventually ate together, with Aria none too pleased about how her breakfast had been a terrible reheated catastrophe. The rest of them, Ash included, tried to reassure her that even her reheats were delicious, but she scowled anyway and told them they didn’t need to butter her up. They could be honest with how unappetizing her slop was when it was like this. Still though, when Ash took his goblin cook into his arms to apologize for ruining breakfast, and she bit him on the bicep, she only bit him lightly.

“That leaves the problem of Seffie,” Rachel said, much too casually.

All eyes turned to the kobold, who had just entered the galley. Her eyes immediately went watery, causing Ash to sigh.

“I’m okay with leaving her in town,” Rachel said. Netsu seconded this.

“Good,” Ash said. “We need to be out of this fucking nightmare town in a hurry.”

He immediately received negative Relationship points with every other girl in the room, and cursed. The window explaining this also warned—via a Hearts (Clever) check success—that he would be losing a whole lot more Relationship points in the event he actually threw Seffie off the ship. He cursed again.

He could handle this. He could handle the climb back into their good favor. He’d just take a dip in experience points and not receive any for some time. He tried telling himself the hurt and betrayal were immaterial, and failed.

He realized all eyes were on him. “What? They chained me up. And this was after they expected to kill me, and by the way, they fucking succeeded.”

The last because he’d wanted that to happen, but still.

“We can do this, Ash,” Ashley said seriously.

“You want to save these people who…” He waved his arms around, indicating all the shit the council had done to them.

“I don’t,” Netsu said. “I’ll burn this whole place to the ground if we have to.” She was still orange and yellow all over, and too hot to be near.

“Don’t do this,” Evie and Tinniel said, almost simultaneously.

“I don’t want to do either of these dumb options,” he said. Taking Seffie and leaving the gods damned curse going would mean having vengeful gods trying to bring down the Wind Runner at every opportunity. Left here she would cost him dozens upon dozens of Relationship points with almost all of them. And staying would mean aiding Aliyah and Sinvianna, which he had zero inclination to do.

Frown deepening and choices all lame, he jabbed the Quest menu and claimed his reward.

Quest Complete: Solve the Town’s Problem. You were able to transform all five of the council members back from their sea selves to their real selves. They are bound to allow your ship passage out of the town without further hindrance. Transform the council members: 5/5

Reward: random monetary reward, class card reward, racial card reward, +further Quest options.

Optional Quest: Purge the Curse. Although you haven’t been treated kindly by the town’s council members, the hundreds of women and children who live here are innocent of their rulers’ actions, and still under the curse. In a few weeks, the town will begin to transform back to its former self.

Reward: +50 Good points, Expert level monetary reward, double rare or higher class card reward, double rare or higher item reward.

Will you accept this quest? (Y/N)

He cursed again, then rolled his eyes. Cursing the cursed curse.

“We have company,” Rachel said.

The four other council members, clothed for once, stood outside the ship. A light drizzle had begun, but the clouds told another story: they had a lot more rain on the way, along with possibly lightning. Ash ignored the rain and came up on deck with Ashley holding his hand. She ran her other hand up the inside of his forearm, over veins that stood out starkly against the powerful muscles he had never possessed before.

“What do we do?” she asked him.

“We could kill them,” Netsu said, like she was considering which food to cook for him.

“Are you out of your mind?” Evie blurted. “You’re just condemning the whole town to death?”

Netsu arched an eyebrow at her but said nothing.

“Oh gods, you monster,” Evie breathed.

Ashley was in the middle of asking, “What do you plan—” when he spoke.

“Come aboard,” Ash called. They were maybe the two most tired words he’d ever said.

And this was how he came to be in the middle of an even dozen women, all of whom he’d had intimate relations with, and that very fact astonished him. Two nellwyns, a catgirl, a lava girl, a water girl, a fey, a goblin, and now five council members: a kobold, a cephellian, an elf, and a human. He’d had sex with some of them in every way possible, and done some downright dirty things to a few of them.

The moment all four were up on deck in the bow section of the ship, they fell to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the wood. As one, they began to plead for mercy, begging to be allowed to live, and most importantly, begging for the lives of the townsfolk.

If they’d just asked for him to spare their lives, he might’ve just thrown them out of the town and hoped that maybe that took care of it. However, they invoked the plight of the regular people, who were actually blameless. They hadn’t lifted their hands in prayer to keep them safe. The children especially had done nothing wrong.

“We’ll see what we can do,” he said.

Joyous relief was painted on all four of their faces.

“Let me be clear,” he went on, “if the prospect is going to lead to my people getting killed, I’m going to abandon it and move on. We’ve wasted too much time here already. That means leaving Seffie here, so we aren’t responsible for everyone here dying. That’s my judgement. That’s all.”

He was met with nods from everyone here. Thank fuck. Now all he had to do was go and stop a curse levied by ancient gods of the deep.


19- Her Last Meal

The first thing on the menu was to plunder the experience point rewards and card rewards from all the sex he’d had all night. It had been in excess of ten times, with various kinks involved, though he still couldn’t pinpoint what exactly Aliyah’s kink was, and it no longer mattered. She was not on his nice list any longer.

He ended up with twelve uncommon reward cards, three rares, and several of those were racial. The racial ones weren’t useful to him, but it was great to get cards that didn’t count against his Sorcerer or Bard abilities. Two of the three were Passive and wouldn’t be drawn anyway, which he considered awesome.

His orc race gave him access to Pain Tolerance, meaning he had an increased threshold for suffering conditions and penalties when taking damage. The drow one gave him Mental Fortitude, which if he understood was basically the psychic version of Pain Tolerance. It increased the threshold for suffering mental conditions and increased his resistance to psychic damage. Apparently drow were just emotionless psychopathic killers and orcs were warmongers who had adapted to constant war.

They went into his action deck.

The rare racial ability he’d gotten was for an elf, and this was the first time he’d gotten a racial ability he couldn’t use. It was from his partner, and for his partner, though he’d only had sex with Sinvianna once. It was called Eyes of Aether, and he wasn’t about to give her anything. Ashley was half-halfling and the other half elf, so she could have it. Ashley could use mana to cast past her daily limit on Cleric miracle spells, so more mana was better.

His next rare was Ball Lightning, the electric damage version of Fireball. Although he didn’t particularly want to slot it in, it was good to know what it did. Comparing it against Fireball and Tsunami, it became clear that lightning spells could deal more damage than both fire and water, but also had a lower minimum than fire. Fire had a more consistent range, and dealt more damage than water, both min and max. Still, burning wasn’t as good as knockback or knockdown. The lightning bolt spell also gave a higher chance to stun, and a tiny chance to inflict paralysis. The former was good, because the enemy card they were about to use got thrown away, and they’d be forced to choose from the two or three less great options. The latter meant they couldn’t do anything for a full round, or even longer.

The last rare was Delayed Dispel, and he loved that. He immediately grabbed out his current Delayed Dispel and melded it with the new one, giving him the double rare Reactive Dispel.

Reactive Dispel

Double rare, Spell (Abjuration)

Casting this spell causes the sigil of a ward of protection to hover beneath one target’s feet and disappear. The next time a spell is aimed at the bearer of the sigil, the sigil flares to life and the spell fails to cast. If the caster succeeds at a Wands (Sly) check, they recover half the mana for the miscast spell. When the sigil is triggered, the spell’s effect ends.

Duration: 4 hours. Cost: Very High Mana. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

The last one had sapped the enemy of mana but allowed for the possibility of forcing the spell to be cast. Now that wasn’t possible; the incoming spell simply dissipated.

Testing this out on Rachel, he found it worked against his own spells. The Reactive Dispel canceled out his Arcane Lance when against her, but he was able to pass the Wands and Sly check to recover half his mana from Arcane Lance.

“No notes. Love it,” he muttered.

Of the ten uncommon rewards, none were interesting or useful. He got two copies of Mana Shield, which gave him the choice of all those different specific elemental shields, but he chose to create another Elemental Barrier to meld with his current one. This melded again to give him yet another choice.

Elemental Barrier may level up into the following (choose one):

*Fire Wall

*Lightning Barrier

*Ice Barrier

*Stone Wall

*Flowing Orbs

*Abyssal Shield

He wasn’t happy that none of these got descriptions, until he realized that staring at them brought up a Staves (Clever) check that succeeded, something he didn’t know before, or couldn’t do.

Fire Wall was less useful as a wall and more useful obscuring the defender, and doing damage. The same with Lightning Barrier, though it dealt more stun and had a tiny chance of paralysis, like with Ball Lightning. Stone Wall was the defensive choice, if you wanted, heavily focused on taking damage but doing no return damage or inflicting conditions. Flowing Orbs, like its predecessor, flew around the caster and shot out to intercept melee, ranged or magic attacks. It was best at the first two, but flowing water was good at dampening magic.

The new one sounded the coolest, and was. Abyssal Shield claimed to be nearly invisible, and simply teleported non hand-to-hand damage sources to a different realm. It had no weakness when it came to handling damage types, a fact that further impressed Ash. The more damage it took, the larger it grew, so while it was only the size of a tower shield at first and would be on his arm, it could grow into a large barrier or a full dome.

He wasn’t used to having a shield on his arm, but he’d damn well get used to it. Right now it could handle three attacks before collapsing, or two large scale attacks that would inflict over a third of his hit points. Apparently, like the old adage, size didn’t matter. A massive attack capable of killing him that was a fucking nuclear explosion would simply get sucked into the abyss.

“Awesome,” he breathed, and slipped it into his deck. A marked improvement from Elemental Barrier, which he hadn’t been using much anymore.

With all the rest of the cards safely stored, it was time to work on the plan. To see what his nellwyn Artificer had been looking up.

They cast a skeptical eye over Evie’s submersible chamber, which looked like little more than a shipping container attached to a hose.

“I want to be impressed,” Netsu said.

“You quiet your tongue,” Mizu commanded, and her sister scowled her dark lava face even darker red and ashy black.

“I’m with Netsu here,” he said. When Evie’s face fell, he held out a hand. “Maybe if you tell me what I’m looking at, we can feel better about it.”

The hose would remain up here and give them access to air. She explained that the hose was both structurally and magically reinforced. Powdered mana crystals infused every bit of the hose, meaning it was practically indestructible by sheer water pressure, though it wasn’t strong against attack. The enchantments on top of that were from some of the townsfolk and included a few precautions against attack.

“So we have air,” Evie said. “The chamber itself is protected against pressure changes, temperature changes, and atmospheric changes. We know that air pressure changes down there as well. It won’t be an issue.”

“That’s good…” he said, still not quite ready to love it.

“We’ll have to use these to see out,” she said, and produced a small lens. “If you press it against the interior wall, it will let us see out.”

“Will we be able to see in the dark?”

“Not… much,” she admitted.

A thought struck him. “I have an idea.”

He strode over and laid a hand on the Wind Runner.

“There’s got to be something in here,” he said, flipping through the upgrades to the Wind Runner. All the primary upgrades were simple and straightforward: speed, maneuverability, guns, lenses in the lookout tower that provided more scouting ability, self-cleaning decks, decorations, a better mapping and navigation system. The food and storage upgrades made sense: the cargo area might have magic to keep crates or cargo from shifting while in flight, to make the ship more reliable in a pinch. A more expensive upgrade caused cargo to slowly shrink and lighten while in flight, so the ship could carry more, or fly faster with less weight. The galley might have a dedicated cold storage you couldn’t get otherwise. Aria had already gone through these and picked the best ones that she could afford.

So far, all these were what you’d expect out of a ship. You could see any of these upgrades being there.

The weirder ones you could still imagine: different types of unusual ammunition for the guns. Magic guidance systems for the guns (super expensive, more coin than he’d ever seen) that would allow them to target enemies based on his verbal command, or him pointing out the target on a mini-map. Even a cloaking device that mimicked the surroundings to make the ship invisible when unmoving (again, incredibly expensive, but amazing).

One of the weirder ones had gigantic trained birds roosting in the ship’s lower decks, which could be outfitted with saddles and ridden. Another created several illusionary ships nearby to swirl around enemy ships and pretend to attack or evade, while the Wind Runner did damage or turned tail and got to safety in the confusion. There was even a way to make the bow section of the ship detachable and turn into a sort of hang glider, which sounded utterly preposterous. The little write up and the illustration of how it would look were both the dumbest things imaginable.

Then he found it.

Deepwater Immersion (Master level 5)

The ship is able to plunge into the depths. The magic of Force Bubble keeps the crushing depths at bay, while Infusion of the Heavens and Commandeered Supply both bring in the necessary atmosphere to keep the ship from being crushed, and the crew from suffocating. Deepwater Immersion is considered a level 1 upgrade and each dive provides two hours of breathable atmosphere before the levels become toxic.

Cost: 20,000 coin

Error: You do not currently possess the coin necessary to purchase this upgrade. Current coin reserves: 12,000.

He stared at the purchase price of the upgrade in a mix of amusement and horror. The ship… was going to become a submarine. He both loved and hated this idea, primarily because he would know exactly how much air he had handy. A window with a timer could be rigged to appear. Furthermore, he now had a spell that simply created a vast quantity of air in case it took them longer than they wanted. Still, the idea of heading down into the dark depths of the ocean on the deck of his skyship was a terrifying one. She was a skyship after all, not an ocean going ship, and certainly not an underwater ocean going ship. Looking at the upgrade though, it was clearly the best option. Better than Evie trying to engineer a safe zone for them to retreat to, better than him keeping everyone scrunched in a small bubble and dependent on him refreshing the reserves of air.

All he had to do was scrounge up eight thousand coin.

He went to the council members with his hand out. “I need a total of eight thousand coin to make this work.”

The four of them stared at him, until he took a single step closer. It was then that they each produced a bit of coin, and handed him over all that they had. He wondered, with a wry grin, whether he could consider this payment for sexual services rendered, and whether that made him a gigolo even though he hadn’t done that.

He was still about two thousand short, so he went to the girls and explained what would be happening. Three minutes later he had far more coin than he needed, and reopened the menu for the upgrade.

Purchase this upgrade? Y/N

He mentally clicked Yes and watched his first ever upgrade happen in real time.

From within the ship came a shout. They all looked to see Aria hanging in the air, arms and legs pumping uselessly, while she simply floated in the middle of the ship. They were able to see her because literally every portion of the ship had come apart. The yardarms came off the mast and the sails came off the yardarms. The mast came off the deck, the decking boards came out away from one another. Guns hovered in place, but were also pulled apart into their components. The repulsers too, were disassembled into hundreds of tiny pieces, each one bronze and silver, and etched with thousands of tiny runes. Even the glowing goo that powered the repulsers sloshed in place.

“Holy hell!” Rachel yelled from some way off.

“Huh,” he said simply.

“It’s your first time to see it, huh?” Evie asked from his side. “I forgot you haven’t watched one of these.”

Tiny people appeared out of tiny portals, all of them like bipedal chipmunks, each one wearing coveralls, a hard hat, and safety goggles. The foreman had a blueprint unrolled and was speaking with several workers.

They unloaded a large crate that had also appeared out of a portal, pried it open, and began unloading parts.

“Why… didn’t… anyone… warn me?” Aria shouted from inside the ship.

Ash chuckled and used Improved Telekinesis to snatch her out of the air, maneuver her through the exploded ship parts, and would’ve set her on the ground, but the goblin held out her hands for a hug, so he brought her in.

“Hmm, my hero,” she said, snuggling into his chest. “However can a girl repay you?” She immediately began reaching down to get at his crotch, grinning her toothy goblin grin up at him.

“Don’t distract the workers,” Evie grumped.

“This little lady needs something big and hard inside her,” Aria said. “Specially if we’re headed under the sea toward certain doom. Whaddaya say, handsome? You want to give a girl her last meal?”

Evie’s invention stood nearby, and he had her inside before Evie could shout about how she didn’t want it sullied. The interior of this thing was going to be cramped if all of them were going to fit in it at the same time. He couldn’t fully stand up without bashing his head, but it was able to seat all of them… perhaps with Aria sitting in his lap.

She wasn’t sitting in his lap right now.

Licking her lips, Aria had his cock all the way in her mouth before he could even get fully hard. He inched down his pants while she attacked him.

“That, ability,” she said in between slurps, “ohhhh Ash, it’s even better somehow. It shouldn’t, feel good, for me, to suck you off… but it does. Oh honey, it feels so damn good.”

She licked and sucked every part of him, and he loved the way her large ears tickled the insides of his thighs.

Supercasanova did its job well, exactly as advertised. Ash was close to his own orgasm when Aria threw her head back and shuddered, groaning loudly. “Fuuuuuuuuuck,” she said, “you make an old woman feel like she’s barely past puberty, Ash.”

She then climbed up his body. It was so wrong, watching her tiny form slotting his enormous head at the opening between her legs. She barely had to squat at all, standing to either side of his hips. She was barely four feet high, and that meant she couldn’t encircle it with her hands. She could barely fit both hands around it. It was frankly astonishing that she could suck it down, though her being a goblin meant she had a very wide mouth.

“This is always my favorite part,” she breathed, and began pushing.

Although Supercasanova allowed him to be compatible with any of his partners, he was still large. Quite large. She grunted, and the head popped inside, though it looked for all the world like she had wider hips than just a second ago.

That feeling didn’t fade, but instead grew stronger.

“Bet you didn’t know… goblins…” She panted in between words. “…can mate… with any species…”

His cock was being squeezed in a vise. It created a bulge in her stomach that seemed almost comically wrong. It looked painful, and indeed she grimaced a few times, but instead of stopping, she simply bore down and got more and more of him in there.

The process took several minutes and incurred another grunting orgasm, but eventually she had her green skin mashed into his pubic hair. She had a dazed expression on her face, and her blood-red tongue hung out of her mouth. Most obscenely, she had two hands cradling the large distended spot in her stomach where his cock stuck out.

“You’re… unreal,” he told her, and in response she lightly stroked it through her belly, causing him to gasp and swear.

Then it was her turn, because he grabbed her by the sides and lifted her bodily up, then back all the way back down.

“Ohhhh honey, that’s… that’s good.”

She kept up the encouraging talk, telling him that he was deeper inside her than any person ever. He was hung like a minotaur.

“I’m going to hurt you,” he told her, sounding more concerned than he felt.

“Oh honey… you couldn’t hurt me… unless you strapped a knife… on your pecker. Now, mama wants another one.”

Dragging her body up and down his length another five, then five more times did it. She collapsed backwards, eyes rolling back and a massive groan erupting out of her.

“That’s… that’s it…” she told him breathlessly. “Atta boy. Now, I want you to fuck me real good. Fuck me and put a load in real deep, hear?”

Ash couldn’t resist that kind of talk. He got up and put her beneath him, and was forced to hold her in place so he could withdraw and thrust down in. At first he held her hips, but she grabbed his hand and place it at her neck.

“Mmm,” she rasped, “that’s right, big boy. Show this old lady a good time.”

He didn’t last long after that. With her face turning a brighter green and her eyes beginning to flutter, and the sensations of her clasping at him, he finally reached his limit.

“I’m gonna—” he groaned.

“Do it. Breed me, stud. Breed old Aria good.”

He dumped so much into her that it gushed out afterwards. It was just in time for Rachel and Netsu to stumble upon the scene.


20- Weighing Anchor

It wasn’t two minutes before Rachel had all his seed licked out of Aria, and the sight of that had him hard enough to give Netsu a good ravishing. It was good to have her inside, because she was vital for the mission. If the temperature dropped down there, they needed her to keep the heat up.

Pounding her against the side of emergency sub chamber proved that Evie had engineered it with enough heat shielding to keep it from being destroyed.

He left Netsu with another full load, though Supercasanova made it hot enough that none of the others could get it out of her. Rachel certainly tried, but burned her tongue. Instead, the Japanese girl slumped against the wall of the sub chamber and scooped it out of her, staring at it.

This was how he ended up going another round with all the girls. He took Ashley while Evie used another toy on her. Evie stuffed herself full of him afterwards, and used that same toy on her own ass. Ashley was able to stir and strap that toy on, then return the favor to Evie. This led to Evie stuffing Ash into her rear entrance, and Ashley taking the front way. Ash rather enjoyed watching the two of them kiss and lick one another’s nipples. Of course, listening to the two of them moan and groan was also incredibly erotic.

Tinniel was too shy, at first, popping in only after he’d finished with Mizu to ask if everybody had their clothes on. When she received no as an answer, she fluttered away, only to be found aboard the fully upgraded ship. She turned and looked at him with such a heartbreaking expression that he held her and apologized. Then, when she told him that it had excited her, he gave her a thorough tonguing, until she was begging to have him fill her up.

So he did, in the cargo hold. He had her on her back first, she rode him next, and finally she told him she wanted to take it on all fours. This was a request he was happy to fulfill. Finally, with her head on her forearm and her other hand furiously frigging herself, they came at the same time.

The time had come.

They had their plan, although it was ninety percent contingencies. Evie had built her little shack or hut or both, along with lights and diving suits, and Ash also had his Force Bubble and create air spells.

None of that save the little lights helped them locate their quarry, and none of them helped them solve the problem.

“What are we waiting for?” Evie asked, after a good few minutes of waiting.

“I’m trying to convince myself to fly our extremely expensive, several-times-upgraded flying ship down into the water.”

Getting Evie’s submersible pod lowered from the town wasn’t difficult, and essentially meant having someone watch the winch with all the thousands of feet of braided steel cable she had attached to it. They only watched it for a moment before turning and heading to the Wind Runner.

The ship, by contrast, was much harder to get into the water. Not that it wouldn’t go. The upgrade claimed it would. It was just that it never had, and like the Voidform problem of actually moving through a solid object.

He couldn’t get through the block in his mind. Sure he could point his hand and make things move, or point his hand and cause a ball of fire to go streaming at his enemies. Sure he could use finger guns and cause the ladies to lube themselves up real good. Sure he could press ‘go’ on cards and turn his blood into agony for his opponents. All that said, none of those were actually getting his body to ignore how physics worked. It was all external.

“You paid for the upgrade,” Evie said simply.

He knew that. But if he went and plowed his ship into the waves, it might just break apart and they’d be stuck out here in the godsforsaken hinterlands with the council members and their godsforsaken curse.

“I’ll do it,” Evie said.

“No. No no no, not with my ship. I’ll be the one responsible for shipwrecking us out in the middle of the ocean, thank you very much.” And he grabbed the ship’s wheel…

…and then did nothing for another solid minute.

It was like being up in a tree and your friend, who had just jumped down, telling you to just jump down also. You’d seen it happen, you knew it could be done, but you were definitely sure you were going to go splat just as soon as you hit the ground. Break both your ankles at the same time. Land on your tailbone and shatter your spine.

All of them were staring at him.

He gripped the ship’s wheel and raised her off the platform. Then, taking a deep, deep breath, he swung his ship out into the open air and down into the waves.

***

He thought for certain he would hear the groan of metal, the scream of shattered glass and whatever the hell happened to that magic liquid in the repulsers when they were destroyed coming into contact with the ocean. He thought for sure the ship would complain and then screaming might come from below once Aria’s galley started filling with water.

Evie simply placed her hand on his and pulled, gently, down.

The ship tilted even further downward, and soon enough the bubble became evident. The water parted around the rails of the ship in a large, perfectly circular formation around the ship, and fish could be seen as turquoise gave way to deeper blues.

“Yeah this is terrifying,” Rachel commented lightly. “I couldn’t have done it either.”

The ship went further down, and now the bubble moved into the shallows, allowing them to see large creatures of the deep, as murky silhouettes that slowly disappeared, and smaller sea creatures getting the hell out of the way.

The bubble continued to manifest as the ship went further down. It stuck out some ten meters or more to either side of the ship’s rails, and he realized it was spherical, and the bubble would contain the very tip of the masts as well. The very tip of the highest mast was twelve meters up, and the bubble closed in on that point as they descended.

“Holy fuck…” Evie muttered.

“It’s actually arcane fuck,” Rachel clarified.

“The fuck are you talking about?” Evie asked, looking at everything except who she was talking to.

“Holy fuck is what Ashley does. Arcane fuck is what Ash does.”

“Ash does a lot more than just arcane fuck,” Ashley muttered. “He does ass fuck and tit fuck and throat fuck—”

He coughed into one hand. “Let’s focus on the mission, please.”

They dutifully fell silent and continued simply being in awe of the insane thing they were accomplishing. Magic was incredible. It was awesome in the literal sense of the word.

They needed eyes not on the crow’s nest, but below the ship. Therefore Evie’s little spyglass things were tied up and lowered down, the strapped against the ship’s lower hull. Evie and Mizu got on this task, along with Rachel, who was the best with climbing gear.

They should’ve thought of the problem of looking down below them, but the situation with the council members and the submersible pod and the cards had distracted him. Just like what he was supposed to do if and when they met the gods down here.

Mizu climbed up and peeked her head over the side at one point. “Ash!”

He tore his eyes away from the wavering latticework of light playing over the surface of the water, where sunlight streamed down in. Far above.

“Yeah. Right. Follow the support posts down.”

She gave him a watery thumbs up, and weirdly her water form glowed a much brighter cerulean blue than the ultramarine they were in now.

The ship was sinking, and the timer had started. Now, light diminishing, they needed some way to see.

“We need other upgrades,” he said.

A quick scan of the upgrades list showed a tree branching off the Deepwater Immersion upgrade. He frowned at the options. One increased the amount of air, another made the ship give off the distinct aura of a predator, and yet another caused the ship to emit a soft glow in the water.

There were a lot more than at first glance. Each of the ship’s attributes now had underwater upgrades, and not just a single one. Fierce governed the ship’s weapons, and it had over a dozen upgrades. One gave the ship’s weapons the option to act as harpoons, another ten or so gave the harpoons a host of possible magical properties: ice attacks, ink attacks, shocking attacks, a gooey attack that—based on where it hit—would suffocate or entangle, exploding harpoons, exploding harpoons that became nets. Attacks that came with bursts of light. Attacks that came with bursts of sound. Yet another attached auto-winding winches with strong ropes to the harpoons.

They didn’t have the money for this, and that was just the weapons. The ship’s defenses could have shields of different types, a paint job to imitate a fish, with gray or dark patterning on top, and a white belly. Clever had threat detection systems, spotlights, and the ability to turn the crow’s nest into a reverse periscope, so you could get a view of what was beneath the ship.

Shit. He had thought they were okay heading down and investigating, then taking care of the situation on their own.

Well, they were headed down regardless.

“Pool every coin between the lot of us,” he told Ashley. “I want a complete tally. No time to argue or be greedy. We have to be ready… why are you looking at me like that?”

She was looking past him. He found the source of that stare a moment later, and his mouth dropped open. At first, he’d thought it was Evie, because she was waving her arms and walking very quietly over toward them. But then, he realized it was much, much larger than that.

The thing rising up, or rather the thing they were descending towards, was massive. It would’ve been easy to discount it as part of the geography. A hill. An enormous rock.

Except it slowly changed colors and textures before their eyes. This told Ash he would find eyes over… there. Yes, an eye as large as Ash was tall, with that distinctive W shape, orange and glassy, and fixed directly on them.

“There’s another one,” Rachel whispered.

This time when Ash turned, he saw what he expected: a fish the size of an apartment building, with teeth easily as tall as he, or taller, needle-like things on a wide, frowning face of almost jet black, and high above, a light drooping in their direction.

So it was he was able to find a starfish with arms twice the length and breadth of Wind Runner, followed by a huge silvery fish with more glassy, staring eyes, and finally a monumental seahorse. Ash imagined the last sucking up the water and plugging the ship into its enormous snout, then blasting them up to the surface and out into orbit. It was a silly mental image, but not a ridiculous one. A thing that size could easily accomplish his silly idea.

Needless to say, terror had seized him. Staves told him that these beings were far beyond his ability to identify. He boosted his Staves with Jacked Up so it was Grandmaster like his Diamonds, and was able to see just their names.

Setrian, dark goddess of seahorses. Mythic Tier god.

He turned and found their other names. Azerialle. Othaterius. Fithindrian. Stuliale.

Immediately, he was struck.

You are now suffering from debilitated. Health, mana and stamina no longer regenerate.

He stared at his stamina bar, which was a third down due to Jacked Up. Normally stamina would refill in under a minute, making it possible for him to use Bard abilities much more often than spells if he wanted to. Not right now though.

Evie leaned over and spoke in a whisper that was almost inaudible. “Whyyyyyy… are we still going down?”

She wasn’t wrong. He was allowing them to get further and further into the danger zone. They were already in danger, but the danger was growing, the deeper they went.

The five spoke at once.

MORTALS.

The word appeared directly into his mind, and it appeared large.

WHY HAVE YOU COME INTO OUR DOMAIN.

It was not asked as a question; rather, it was a demand, for them to explain. Luckily it came from only one of the voices, because the five of them all together were… a lot. All the crew members aboard the Wind Runner now had little nosebleeds. They’d all lost a few hit points.

Ash swallowed. This was the time to go all out. Balls to the wall. Spend himself silly. He used Jacked Up again, and this time boosted his Hearts skill to the point where it matched his Diamonds. Another third of his stamina points disappeared in a flash, but when he opened his mouth to speak this time, he could hear the honey in his voice.

Also, since he was so charming and charismatic, several possible opening lines appeared in his field of vision. Just as quickly, they disappeared.

You are now suffering from disrupted. Random portions of your user interface have been blocked from your view.

Holy fuck. He hadn’t known they could even do that. Then again, they were god-like beings. Whether or not they were actually gods wasn’t important, because these things could kill them.

Waffles vanished. Or his connection to his doggo. Or both. And although he desperately wanted to go full psycho assassin badass on these motherfuckers for messing with his goodest boy, he knew he couldn’t. Other parts of his UI glitched in and out or disappeared all together.

Important facts he had learned in the last minute: they could speak into his brain but couldn’t read his thoughts, because they would already know the answer to that question. Also, they saw him using special abilities. And didn’t like it… but also didn’t hate it enough to just kill him.

ANSWER OR BE DESTROYED. The words hurt Ash’s brain, and based on all the wincing going on around him, the girls’ as well.

“Oh great gods of the deeps,” he said. “We were asked to come and negotiate the cessation of the curse that binds the town above.” Meanwhile, he waved at Evie and the others, and raised his hands to his eyes like they were binoculars. Look, you guys. We need something here.

TOWN?

The girls got it faster than the gods did. They fanned out and peered down over the rails. Evie went right over the rails on a harness and repelling situation she had invented.

Ash gestured up at the two supports. “The town above the waters here. Hundreds of people labor under a curse that robs them of their memories and turns them into humanoid versions of sea creatures. They routinely kill off any man who comes to their town in order to experience a few days of being themselves again.”

OH. RIGHT. THAT TOWN.

“Er… right. Yes, that town. I hope we can negotiate in good faith, and if there is something that pleases you, we can arrange to strike the curse—”

I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU DID THAT, FITHINDRIAN.

Ashley and Rachel were waving to him. They’d found something.

COME ON, a new mental voice said in its painfully intrusive way, THAT WAS FUNNY. YOU HAVE TO ADMIT, IT WAS FUNNY. The voice of Fithindrian, the gigantic fish god or goddess.

YOU’RE SUCH AN IDIOT, another voice plowed into his mind.

Ash looked over the rail, trying to make sure he didn’t look like he was investigating the seabed for a way to undo the curse.

HEY, Fithindrian said into his mind, MORTAL, YOU THINK THAT’S FUNNY, TOO. YOU MUST. TURNING WOMEN INTO FISH AND MAKING THE MALES HAVE SEX WITH FISH WOMEN THEY CONSIDER DISGUSTING. THAT’S FUNNY, RIGHT?

“Ur… I suppose if you look at it that way,” Ash said, trying to sound diplomatic when the discussion had gone so… fucking… sideways on him.

The sound of a delighted snort entered his mind. THESE TROGLODYTES WOULDN’T KNOW COMEDY IF IT THREW CUSTARD PIES DIRECTLY IN THEIR FACES. THESE PEOPLE KEPT PRAYING TO US. WHAT WERE WE SUPPOSED TO DO, HUH?

“I couldn’t begin to fathom the motives or reasons for—”

FATHOM. REALLY? Another god voice asked. NO PUN INTENDED, SURELY?

Ash squinted. Down on the seabed, past the bubble, a small voodoo doll looking thing. A doll made of kelp and fish bones and driftwood and shells lay on the dirt. It glowed softly with a sickly power, and his still-buffed Staves easily identified it as the source.

HOW MANY MEN HAD SEX WITH FISH GIRLS, Fithindrian wanted to know. DID ANY OF THEM VOMIT DIRECTLY ONTO THE GIRLS WHILE IN THE ACT? The sound of a god giggling like a teenager caused Ash to wince and rub his temples.

Staves did the trick, still boosted as it was by Jacked Up. Working with Clever, the UI informed him that if he destroyed that thing, it would break the curse. The message glitched out and disappeared a half second into him seeing it, and he hadn’t been able to read the whole thing.

“That’s it,” he mouthed at them.

RETURN TO THE SURFACE, one of the voices told him, though it wasn’t Fithindrian’s voice. Ash could still hear the laughter in his mind, like the god was on its back, kicking its feet up and holding its sides while tears streamed down its face.

Ash took the ship down further, and then all hell broke loose.


21- What in Gods’ Name

For one long moment Ash thought they would be fine. The gods had barely moved their gigantic, ancient bodies. Since he was still outside of snap decision mode, he had access to all his spells, except… he didn’t. The UI disruption thing from whatever power they’d used on him made Improved Telekinesis and other spells and powers disappear. He didn’t care which other ones didn’t work, but he wanted to grab up the doll, then destroy it.

He’d only get one chance at this, he thought. Any longer and the gods would have a chance to unleash their god powers on him, or his ship.

Other options flashed there: he could Fireball it. That wouldn’t work, because the spell would splash and dissipate harmlessly against the water. The next thought was Tsunami, but he couldn’t be sure he’d destroy it with a single casting. The best it would do was push the doll closer to him. If the gods gave him more than one action to destroy the doll, that would d be fine. If not…

Tinniel had ranged options but there was no telling what her arrows would do once they entered water. Likewise Evie’s sniper rifle. The acid bullet or explosion bullet wouldn’t get through all the water and get to the doll. From there, maybe Mizu would be able to squish through the water and strike at it.

His next best option would be to use Arcane Lance, but that spell had vanished as well, along with most of his Bard abilities. Okay, the last ditch was to jump on it and use Voidform to destroy it. Then he’d be forced to use the Force Bubble and generate air, and escape on his own somehow. Because endangering the girls’ lives was not on his to-do list.

The five gods took the choice away from him when several huge tentacles swirled around the Wind Runner and pushed it far faster than any of them were comfortable with, straight up towards the surface.

Ash leapt off the ship and cast Force Bubble first. The thin soap bubble sheen of magic expanded out away from his body a second before he hit the edge of Wind Runner’s bubble head first, and he kept right on falling.

Somehow he still hadn’t entered snap decision time, and he was able to cast Manifest Heavens to give him extra air. He probably didn’t need it, but it was better to have air and not need all of it than need it an not have it.

CEASE THIS ACTION the five of them said at him simultaneously, giving him a headache and causing him to briefly gray out. He took a good eight hit points off that one.

MY SICK ASS CURSE came the voice of Fithindrian. YOU’D BETTER NOT BREAK IT, DICKBAG.

The fish darted into his Force Bubble projection and immediately recoiled, like the air was made of acid.

Ash was almost there when a tentacle caught and wrapped around him. It was easily as big around as a bus. Huge and rubbery, it snatched him up and he was turned in several circles.

This, finally, put him in snap decision mode. Now when he drew his usual action deck cards, only three out of four appeared, with a space between the first and third cards. It had just been erased by the disrupted condition he was still suffering. His first card was Voidform, and he cast it.

If he was hoping for the pitiful little damage from an ultra rare card to persuade the octopus to unhand him, well it didn’t work that way.

Voidform

Ultra Rare, Special Ability (transmutation)

Once per day you may use this card to gain the following benefits for one minute:

*Your body unites with the void from which you claim lineage.

*You become an embodiment of roiling darkness, and are practically impossible to see in darkness. Creatures with night vision reduce the penalties to detect you by half.

*Those who personally witness the transformation for the first time will suffer loss of morale and penalties to resist intimidation.

*You become insubstantial and may pass through solid objects at will.

*You move in complete silence, making detection by sound impossible.

*Your body heat, scent and other marks of detection are likewise negated. Efforts to perceive you these ways automatically fail.

*While insubstantial, living matter suffers 150-400 void damage per turn (every 6 seconds) of contact with you.

He went dark and void-ey.

“I may pass through solid objects at will,” he told himself.

Nothing happened.

“I really want to pass through this solid fucking object,” he muttered darkly, and while he was at it cast Sorcerer’s Blood to boost up his magic damage. Still, he was still under the other condition that made him not regain mana, so he had to make sure he didn’t fuck up and spend himself dry.

If he didn’t pass through this tentacle, he was going to fail in his goal, and probably be crushed to death by an octopus god of the deep. Or the Force Bubble would collapse and he’d be crushed to death. Which was the same fate actually. Both would suck.

“Let me down there!” he yelled… in his mind. He wasn’t able to talk. He reached inside of himself. The orc part of him longed to unleash the fury of his orcish blood. The drow part of him longed to achieve complete control over himself for the furtherance of his ends.

Something clicked as soon as he allowed his orc self and his drow self to mix. He would have complete control, but he would use that control to massacre his objectives. The orc part of him and the drow part of him seemed to understand how one another operated, and more importantly, they seemed to accept the compromise. Cold-blooded calculation used to fucking wreck his current obstacle.

The moment this happened, he fell out of the octopus god’s grasp and directly down. The Force Bubble seemed to allow for regular falling speed, parting the water at the speed of gravity irrespective of the massive amount of water pushed out of the way by his spell.

A flicker entered his UI, and he pressed it, realizing it was Improved Telekinesis only after he’d cast the spell. This allowed him to smash into the doll, grab it, and use the spell to rocket himself up and off the seabed towards the fleeing ship.

He didn’t need to see the doll to tear it apart. He did so even as Voidform dissolved the bits into the void itself, and sucked them off into oblivion.

Quest completed! Purge the Curse

Purge the Curse (side quest)

The curse holding the town down has been destroyed. Now the council members will remain who they were when the apocalypse took them. A great many innocents will live to see more days because of your actions here this day. And although the sea is a cruel master, the town will survive coming storms.

Reward: +50 Good points, Expert level monetary reward, double rare or higher class card reward, double rare or higher item reward.

Attention! You must return to Oceanopolis and speak to Aliyah and the council members to receive your rewards.

A wail of a fury came from below, as Fithindrian felt the curse collapsing. It sounded way Ash’s sister had once cried out when their parents took all the charging cables in the house and her phone had died. It was not quite the same as when they’d confiscated his older brother’s stash of weed, seemingly on the eve of it becoming legal in Colorado.

He almost laughed, but the drow part of him wouldn’t allow that. He needed to reach the surface before the five gods did whatever they did to people who disobeyed them. He used his telekinesis to throw himself as hard as possible up toward the surface, and rocketed upwards at an unthinkable speed. His eyes watered from the speed. His cheeks pulled back against his skull. He saw the Wind Runner approach and then pass by off to his right.

And a few seconds later, his Force Bubble parted the surface of the water, and he shot free.

This was how, some unknown distance up in the air, he lost speed, slowed, slowed further, experienced that singular moment of stopping, and then he began to head back down to earth.

Tinniel, of all people, caught him and started flapping her wings.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

She grunted, but didn’t look as though she could really actually answer. Eventually she just managed two words. “Saving… you…”

The only thing that would happen was she’d get herself killed alongside him.

He’d run out the clock on his two conditions. Not only was his stamina coming back, and quickly, but his mana was slowly ticking up as well.

He chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

Then he used Improved Telekinesis to move them back over to the deck of the still-rising ship.

The girls only stared for a moment or two before they whooped and hollered excitedly. Mizu went swooping around him on her liquid feet, swirling in circles, while Ashley and Evie leapt onto him and clung on like he was a tree. Aria joined in, jumping on from the other side. Ash found himself goosed, and turned to find Rachel’s catgirl face grinning at him. He gave her a peck on the cheek. He was able to manifest Waffles now, and did so, with the pup prancing around him and nipping at Mizu’s form, while she sprayed a fine mist up around them and created flashy little rainbows.

“Let’s go pick up Seffie,” Netsu suggested.

“Then put this place in the rearview.”

Ash agreed wholeheartedly.

***

As it happened, Orivette also had designs on getting the hell out of Oceanopolis, along with thirty or forty other townsfolk. Ash wouldn’t have allowed them to board the ship and wouldn’t have taken payment from any of them, but Kayle Jai the blue mage had strong opinions about not wanting them on his ship for the mission. He wasn’t strictly all about making her upset, but honestly, he was pissed off at her, didn’t trust her after what had happened to Zirennia, and also couldn’t see any reason why not to allow these women (and some of their kids) to book passage on his ship.

They even bought an upgrade that made the ship more spacious and accommodating to passengers, which was fun to watch in action. The ship was still pulled apart, board by board, but this time he got to watch as the brownies—in their hard hats and safety goggles and tool belts—appeared and added improvements to the ship.

Sometimes they magically lengthened the boards, but on others they just produced a completely new board from nowhere. Like, these creatures were no larger than his big orc hands, but they could just reach behind their backs and whip out a three meter two by four, then attach it to the ship’s hull. The creatures worked industriously, going about their jobs much faster than any human could do a task, and they were finished in exactly the amount of time on the timer provided.

This upgrade had been a Journeyman 5, which meant one minute per level. The immersion had been Expert level 3, and took 15 minutes. At the end of the five minutes, the ship slammed back together, looking only slightly different than before, exactly like what had happened with the upgrade he’d bought.

“It always does that, huh?” he asked.

Ashley, who was wrapped around his arm like he might turn to smoke and drift away, nodded into his bicep.

“Cool.” He watched as the roughly fifty new passengers came up the gangway onto the poop deck, where Evie supervised them and gave them instructions. This was the place where they were permitted to get fresh air and stretch out. They were not to ascend to the aft castle, or enter the captain’s quarters.

They wouldn’t have been able to anyway. Ash now had the ability to designate actual ranks on board his ship, and that came with magically-enforced permissions. Evie was literally explaining where the ship would and wouldn’t allow them to go.

He pulled up the ship’s character sheet and marked all the newcomers as passengers, then made sure the passengers had access to certain deck areas. He appointed Evie bosun, or boatswain. Tinniel he appointed lookout. Rachel got to be pilot. Ashley he appointed ship’s medic. Netsu was master gunner. Mizu he made quartermaster, just because he wasn’t sure what else to do with her. The job would’ve fallen to Zirennia for sure, but Zirennia had been locked in a crystal and he was salty about it.

Yes, Kayle Jai was staring at him from the inside of her little prison ball, which was still strapped onto Evie’s backpack, but he didn’t bother to acknowledge her presence.

Aria was ship’s cook, obviously. She was the only one with full control over any part of the ship. He trusted her to do her job and he trusted himself to fuck it up if he got involved at all, so the galley was exclusively her domain, and that gave her a number of perks. She could now restrict anyone’s access to the galley at any time, for her own reasons, and didn’t have to run it by him. Seffie got to be ship’s mascot. The girls were adamant and he didn’t mind giving her the designation. Nor did she seem to mind being the parrot on the ship’s shoulder, either. She was given the assignment to look after the morale and well-being of the passengers, and run of the ship, like all the other girls.

“Last thing,” he told all of them, after handing out titles, “we’re going to need additional crew. We’ll need gunners and sailors, who can tie knots and work sails, and at least one other lookout to give Tinniel a break. Aria needs at least two assistants with the passengers we’ve got on board, and we need those right now. This is becoming a serious enterprise, and we need good people.”

More than one glance was passing between the girls.

“I am not looking to expand the harem,” he groused. “Seriously. We are doing this based on merit first, and fuckability not at all.”

“No problem, honey bunch,” Ashley said, and tipped him a very obvious, very sarcastic wink.

“Hey. Quit that.”

“I’ll conduct the examinations,” Evie said. “No hole shall remain unprobed.”

“That is both not a word, and not what you’re going to be doing,” he said. “Just keep an eye out for anyone who knows what they’re doing.”

Ash saw the way the grown women looked at him, and was tempted, but something held him back. He had been extremely lucky so far, or had picked them well, and hadn’t run into any problems of jealousy or problems of attempted forced monogamy. That wouldn’t last. He didn’t know these women, and had no idea whether bedding them would cause him trouble.

The expedition didn’t take long to set off. Aria had a pantry full of foodstuffs somewhere, and her extra-dimensional upgrade allowed her to get them moving in less-than-perfect provisioning situations.

Ash stood at the rail, looking toward the west. Who could’ve imagined he’d take a sky ship that was little more than a big rowboat, and crew it with his sex partners? The fact of it astonished him, as did the paint job on the ship, the way Ashley kept looking over her shoulder to make sure he was still looking at her ass, and the way Rachel jumped to obey when he told her to take the ship up into the air, and get on with it.

The ship lurched, just the tiniest bit, and they were flying. Aliyah, freak that she was, waved up at him, along with Sinvianna and Fennira.

“Send for me when we sight land or a promising looking Random Encounter,” he said.

“Aye, captain,” Rachel called.

He was on a mission, and while that mission might include sex, it wasn’t exclusively sex-based.

“Keep telling yourself that,” he muttered.


Interlude IV- Winnowing

Omega downshifted and eased on the brakes, took the turn within a few centimeters of the edge of the track, then slammed her back into third gear to grab some speed. She shot back up over two hundred and Omega grinned at the way the world whipped by. There really was something invigorating about leaving everything and everyone behind him. Passing someone—like watching them recede into your rearview—was pure bliss.

And he’d been doing just that for the last several laps.

He felt more than saw the final lap coming. He had a mini-map, after all, and he was able to navigate as much by the shifting semi-transparent track in the periphery of his vision as by the blurring world in front of him.

It was nearly as good as getting headshots in Gallantir, or using a skill at the exact right moment. Nearly.

He rounded the last turn at a much slower speed than he liked, unavoidable because it was a sharp one, and hit the straightaway. Shifting up let the car loose like an arrow out of a bow. His helmet knocked against the padded headrest, making him grin. He pushed up over two fifty on the straightaway, and he whooped into the mic.

Siya’s voice came through the earmuff speakers in his helmet.“What’s that, O?”

“Just geeking out,” he said, and downshifted to head into the next turn.

This was the Grand Prix, and he had no contenders within five seconds of him. He still had La Mans to go, but that was it. He’d been here a week, racing and partying—and fucking—but in that short time he’d gone from qualifiers to local tourneys to nationals and now to the Grand Prix. And it wasn’t even hard. Coordinating five different egos in the dome was hard, when one person hadn’t gotten enough kills over the last few matches and wanted the personal glory. Peeking out and taking a headshot was hard.

This shit was easy.

Three more turns later and he was speeding down the last stretch, where the checkered flag waited. Soon enough, he’d zipped by it at high speeds, and it was being furiously waved back and forth. Back and forth.

He had won!

Although there’d been a few close calls in the last few races, and he had struggled in the beginning with the licensing challenges, by now he was an expert. Omega knew what was happening, understood exploits and strategies, and had had basically no troubles winning every race he’d come across.

Which was how he’d won the Grand Prix despite being a complete unknown.

***

The party that followed his Grand Prix win wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen, or even heard about in his life. Nothing like the holo movies back in Japan, and certainly there had been no parties like this in Sri Lanka, where he’d grown up. They had booked up a hotel on the French Riviera, ocean full of little yachts and sailboats, big swimming pools absolutely chock full of gorgeous women (and men) wearing the tasteful minimum, and every beach chair taken by some woman who definitely wanted to be seen but didn’t want to beg for attention like whores.

Waiters and waitresses with trays full of wine, champagne, and canapés were moving through the place with practiced ease, while the DJ spun up a tasteful electronic set that somehow meshed with the string quartet near the bar.

The sun was beginning to set, painting the huge hotel a radiant array of colors, ranging from creamsicle orange to deep violet. The sun nearing the horizon was apparently the cue for the music to grow louder, the smattering of old folks to head inside, and for the party animals to come out. Wine was sipped by the French and Italians, beer was drunk by the British and the Americans, and the stiffer drinks were shot by the other, younger Americans. Inhibitions were lost, games of pool volleyball got going, the dance floor filled up, and Omega found himself surrounded by more model-gorgeous women than any other time in his life.

Siya kept near him this time, while Kiralla made the rounds. She drew her fair share of men, but always managed to make most of them feel inadequate, and disappear with their tails tucked between their legs. A sharp look, snort, and a laugh often worked, but if not, she had a retort to shoo them away.

Even with Siya monopolizing him, young ladies from all parts of the globe, all colors and size cut in and ground against him, giggling that they’d heard the wildest rumors ever since he’d started his meteoric rise in the circuits. The only common factor in all cases was their age: under thirty. They were the rich playboys’ arm candy, they were heiresses to family fortunes, they were aspiring actresses, musicians, and even racers, but they were all young.

More than a few told him explicitly that Siya couldn’t handle him like they could. The more interesting ones told him that they didn’t mind sharing him with Siya, or even better, they didn’t mind being in the middle of a Siya and Omega sandwich.

The former he gracefully deflected to his manager, his makeup people, his promoter, his agent, or his bodyguards. The latter he danced with, and as the alcohol flowed more, he tested.

The first test was to lean back against Siya’s chest and lock lips with her, pull his target in for a kiss, then see if they’d make out with his voluptuous Indian beauty. Too little or too much enthusiasm and they were out. The second test was to tell them he would only bring them back to his room if they did anal. This winnowed the group down, but amazingly, not down as far as he thought it would. He still had half a dozen women of all persuasions apparently ready to fuck his girlfriend and take him in any hole, and for no promised reward whatsoever.

As night drew on, Siya knew her role: she would head to the bathroom. The really interested and clever ones would see this as a sign to powder their noses as well, and to make an offer directly to the last gate they needed to unlock for access to him: Siya herself. If they approached her in a way that his Indian goddess accepted, they were in. If they stayed and danced with him, they were too clingy and single-minded to be admitted to the final party.

To his amazement, three of the six followed after the gently swaying ass of his best girl. Three young ladies, the one a Scandinavian girl with a long, smooth physique, impeccably built in the gym but soft enough not to scare men off. The second was a French girl with crystal clear eyes and red brown hair spilling down her back, and the last came out of Africa, with dark ebony skin and dark eyes to match, wearing a white dress almost as clingy and see-through as Siya’s own gown. The contrast made her impossible to ignore, and he loved her powerful thighs.

Around the time the three women trotted back to the scene with Siya, he excused himself to head to the bathroom.

Four. He was going to defile four of them tonight, and leave them wondering what the hell had happened to them. Each one was going to get a thank you letter in the morning on the night stand, personally signed, telling them it wasn’t personal but he was a very busy man.

Omega grinned to himself, thinking of the tall creamy Scandinavian girl smooshed up against the African, yin and yang, maybe locked in a sixty-nine for him to watch or join.

Not yet, though. He hefted his cock out at the urinal and did his business, all the while wondering which one of them might just break from the size. He seemed to break two out of every three, honestly. Anyone under five and a half feet couldn’t handle him.

“You…” He heard, and in his confusion he nearly covered himself up. He wondered, for just a split second, if he had somehow gone to the wrong bathroom. Except no, he was at a urinal.

Daisy Fairchild stood in the doorway, eyes blazing.

“You were just gonna leave it at that,” she demanded, stalking up to him. “Just gonna abandon me for fresh meat, huh? I’m probably pregnant. You damn near pushed directly into my poor Fallopian tubes.”

He honestly hadn’t noticed her in the huge party tonight. She was usually surrounded by her American contingent, the beer drinkers and loud talkers. They laughed loud too. Now that she was before him, he enjoyed the sight of her. Raking her up and down with his eyes as he finished, he took in every detail of his once sex partner. She had done her mousy hair up in an updo with little tendrils of curly hair framing her face, had a sparkling orange gem on a necklace and matching earrings besides. Those were set against a cobalt blue evening dress that again put her cleavage on full display. Elbow length lacy black gloves matched black stockings, right down to designer heels.

He had to confess confusion. She was married… she’d said her husband was sick, and the alcohol got the better of her. That still didn’t stop her from having the hungover morning after sex of her life, nor did it stop her from taking a third overflowing load in her thoroughly battered pussy.

He turned, and her eyes automatically went to his cock, out for her to see.

“What?” he demanded right back. “What did you expect, huh? You tell me you’re married, tell me you shouldn’t have done this, and after you fuck me again, you say you can’t anymore.”

Her fury turned to uncertainty.

“So what are you doing here?” he said.

“I told him,” she breathed.

He shook his head. So she’d told her husband about the sex. So what? “I don’t see how any of this is my problem.” Now if she would excuse him, he had an orgy of rich young hopeful women to enjoy.

“He’s leaving me,” she went on.

Again, he didn’t care. He gave not one single solitary fuck. “Why. Are. You. Here. Daisy?”

She stepped forward. “I need it. Again. I need to feel… that… again.”

There it was. Not revenge or recrimination. No jealous husband coming to kill him. Instead a cucked husband running off like the whipped dog he was, and his wife begging for one more shag.

“No,” he told her.

She’d been reaching for his cock and froze at the refusal. “What?”

“I have four women in my hotel suite right now. They’re younger than you, they’re hotter than you, and all of them agreed to take me up the ass.”

This time her eyes ignited and she wrapped her fingers around his girth. She was practically blazing with need. “I don’t care. I’ll take you in the ass. Right here. Right now.” She peered down at his cock. “You can do anything you want to me. I can’t believe I’m saying this…”

She pulled him into the stall by his member, beginning to talk to it instead of him, telling it she missed it, telling it she couldn’t wait to have it inside her again.

She turned and bent over the toilet, but he stopped her. “No, you get down on your knees.”

“Someone might see… under the…” But she was already sinking to her knees despite her protests. And she had it in her mouth before she could finish the sentence.

Siya would wonder where he was, but they’d been in situations like this before. Back in Korea, after the fight against that other US military guy with the stupid haircut. Maybe back in Bangkok, but he might’ve been just associating the name with what had happened somewhere else.

Daisy slurped and sucked to the best of her ability, and eventually got up with her back to him. Once again, she’d taken off a pair of panties and handed them to him, only this time he stuffed them into her mouth.

“You’d better get wet enough for me to take me here,” he said, and punctuated this sentence by pressing a thumb against her back door, right at the same moment he shoved forward and impaled her.

She groaned and her elbows nearly buckled in the first minute. She eventually sank down onto the toilet’s tank, resting her forehead on her forearms and moaning loudly the whole time.

The whole time, he told her what a fucking whore she was. Here she was, with dirty knees, taking two of his fingers up the ass, getting ready to take the whole of him up there soon. She’d left her husband to fuck a stranger in the bathroom.

She was crying by the time he got to the main event, some ten minutes of brutal sex later. He had her pull her cheeks apart, and when that didn’t work, he just shoved harder. To her credit, she didn’t tell him to stop, didn’t beg or plead or try to bargain.

And later, when she sank to the floor leaking his seed, she let the saliva-soaked panties fall from her mouth and looked up at him. Her mascara now told a distinct story: she’d been crying. She was covered in sweat, and her dress was ruined from her lying on a bathroom floor.

“Fuck,” she breathed.

He left her there, but right before he got the door open, he could’ve sworn he heard her tell him she couldn’t wait for next time.

He planned for next time to turn her into a floating crystal.


22- Harem’s Emblem

The first order of business was to grab up the rewards out of the quest completion. The 50 Good points were a great start, but that put him just below the 200 points needed for an extra rank in Good.

“Is it really good if you cash in your Good ranks for things you selfishly desire?” he asked Waffles, and petted the familiar.

“Don’t be stupid,” Kayle Jai said.

“I thought you were attached to Evie’s backpack?”

She just smirked at him. That told him she’d probably annoyed his Artificer sex freak second girlfriend to no end, and Evie had cast her off.

“How you use Good points hardly matters in the grand scheme of things,” she told him. “The furtherance of our goals sometimes means taking advantage of an individual.”

“I guess if we’re doing capital G Good—”

“It shouldn’t matter.”

“You need to ease my conscience on this,” he muttered.

“You think we have time to stroke your ego and spare your widdle feewings? We’re saving the planet here.”

Ash bit back a retort. Getting his rewards and leveling up was far more important than dealing with the tiny blue mage’s tendency to be both right and insufferable.

It was just a thought experiment anyway, and not a real issue he was grappling with. Still, he watched the town disappear below them, behind them. They were going to continue doing the hard stuff until he had all the girls sealed away in gems. Or until the red mages came back to destroy the world.

His Expert level monetary reward was 20,000 coins, and he modded grimly at that.

The next was a double rare or higher class card reward. In this case, it was the best he could’ve hoped for: Life’s Blood of the Sorcerer. Double rare. One part of a set.

Ash jumped, pumped a fist in the air, and whooped loudly.

Heads turned to regard him, so he gave the nearest (Rachel) a big kiss, with plenty of tongue for good measure. She lost track of the ship’s wheel, so he released her and laughingly told her to get back to steering the ship.

“You’re such an idiot,” Kayle Jai told him, but with no real animosity in her voice.

“Don’t care. You can’t bring me down now.”

“You’re going to go up against some unimaginable enemy in an arena you can’t anticipate. How’s that?”

“Still don’t care,” he said, and plucked both copies of Boiling Blood and Dragon’s Blood out of his action deck and inventory. Melded together, they became Life’s Blood of the Inferno, and Life’s Blood of the Draconic.

The cards had essentially the same effect as before, but better. And he was right to keep from melding them until now, as well. Life’s Blood of the Sorcerer specified it would only work with the other two Life’s Blood cards.

Inferno did a lot of retributive damage now, and dealt it up to twelve times for his entire ally group. It also, each time a hit was scored, had a high chance to inflict a random condition on the enemy who struck his team.

Sorcerer was now an aura as well, and increased spell potency, damage minimums and maximums by even more than before. The old minimum had been boosted by 500% and was now boosted by 750%, while the maximum had been 200% but was now up to 500%. His Fireballs were going to be simply mind-boggling.

Dragon remained a buff, and created a copy of Improved Fireball, Fire Wall, and Dragonsoul in his action deck each time he was dealt damage with the spell in effect, up to a limit of three. The set bonus listed that one of these three, if drawn, would be drawn in addition to his usual hand of four. So he could see a hand of five cards for the first time ever.

He grinned. Fireball was so good and so iconic you simply couldn’t do anything but call it what it was. The next higher rarity was probably called Superior Fireball.

Since they were in transit, he spent some time having any of the girls hit him while Life’s Blood of the Dragon was active. Improved Fireball was exactly as expected: a damage bump, a higher chance of inflicting burning as a condition, and this was new, it reduced the resistances of anyone struck by it, like with the Ruby gemstones.

Next, Fire Wall was the choice he hadn’t made when he picked the void option. It set up a weak, damaging, vision-obscuring wall of fire nearby which was stuck to a location, and ran for a specific time: in this case one minute. Other walls dissipated when their hit point totals ran out, but this wall only stopped any incoming attacks under a low threshold of 30 damage. Plain old arrows would probably get bounced out, but even slightly improved arrows (any of Tinniel’s Ranger abilities) put them over. Better than that was his ability to hide behind the wall, and see through it. This allowed him to ambush people who’d just been attacking him by bursting out of the wall and onto anyone who got close or tried to skirt around it. Or they would spend an inordinate amount of mana or time firing through the wrong place.

Last, Dragonsoul had replaced Dragonscales. The latter had kept a lot of damage away from him, allowing him to be a second tank after Netsu, and he had his reservations about Dragonsoul… until he used it.

The spell surrounded him in a ghostly dragon about a meter longer than him at either end. He had the claws and scales of the dragon, snapping teeth and flaming jaws, and wings.

With Dragonsoul active, he could direct a breath weapon, claws, or jaws to attack and deal fire damage. He could make the thing roar. Best of all, could leap up and take flight. The reactions to this ability: priceless.

Mizu, Netsu and Ashley stopped to stare at him. Evie laughed and continued shooting her sniper rifle. Rachel made a choking sound, revealing her position off to his right and behind him. Tinniel shrieked in terror when he flew directly at her.

The last thing he got was a double rare or higher item reward, a choker of all things. The Harem’s Emblem was not meant for him. No, the text on this bad boy was priceless.

Harem’s Emblem

Item (double rare)

Durability: 69/69

Must be given to a willing subject by a Bard, Sorcerer or Barbarian of Master level 1 or higher. The willing subject is the Harem Member, while the one bestowing the item is the Master.

This item has several effects:

1- The Harem Member gains +3 levels in all stats and skills.

2- The Master gains +1 Relationship point on any positive Relationship action with the Harem Member. The Harem Member gains +60%resistance to psychic control, damage and other psychic conditions, empathic attacks and conditions.

3- Three times per day, the Master may cause the Harem Member great pleasure with intent and a single word. The word must be agreed upon between the two parties.

He gathered them together. “All of you gained some kind of reward from the quest in the town, correct?”

“Yeah!” Tinniel blurted, and the rest of them chuckled.

“Well I got something, and it’s… obviously for the harem.”

“Okay,” Evie chuckled. “What is it?”

“But only one of you can have it.”

“I want it,” Ashley blurted.

“You haven’t even seen it,” Evie retorted.

“Don’t care. I’m the first girlfriend.” She stared around defiantly at them, and most of them couldn’t meet her gaze, or like Netsu, didn’t care too much. Only Rachel seemed itching to say something, especially when the card came out. But Ashley was adamant. She wanted the stat boosts. Everybody needed the psychic and empathic resistances more than they wanted them. Ashley, who had first tried to keep a psychic fluff ball that gave her good orgasms, now had a very high chance of resisting that very fluff ball.

And this was how she ended up red-faced but wearing the thing.

The moment he clasped it on, it went taut, but she didn’t complain about any discomfort. The circular metal loop holding the two black leather thongs morphed into a metal heart, sitting directly over her throat.

“What’s your word?” Evie demanded.

“We’ll talk about it,” Ashley said. “Alone. When we have time.”

“I think we should know what it is,” Evie said, leaning in and adopting a smug expression. She wanted to needle Ashley.

“It’s Elysium,” he said simply.

“Yeah, it’s…” Ashley blanched as soon as the word coalesced into meaning.

“What?” Evie demanded. “What does Elysium mean?”

“Nothing. Nothing. It’s just a word.”

It clearly wasn’t, but Ashley went bright red and wouldn’t say another word about the matter. Ash wouldn’t answer either. Instead, they’d broken out to do their various jobs.

***

It was getting on to night on the first day out of Oceanopolis, and Ash was trying to decide how to work the night crew. Who to appoint as acting captain? He would’ve gone with Zirennia, who would learn on the job and do the job. Instead he ended up leaning toward Evie, who wasn’t one of the twins. They would fight over the choice, either way. Evie also wasn’t the submissive (and strangely sometimes dominant) Rachel. It ended up being Evie, who was super bummed, because of what he found as soon as he entered the captain’s quarters.

Ashley marched right up to him, tears brimming. “What was the big idea picking Elysium?”

He shrugged and started undressing, shirt first. “I didn’t think it would bother you.”

“Are you… I’m the Cleric now, I’m the group healer! I’m… I’m good at my job now. You can’t kick me out of the party. You can’t break up with me. Are you breaking up with me?”

Now he stopped and turned, but dropped his drawers and stepped out of them regardless. She continued to stand there, looking miserable. One tear actually slipped down her cheek, and Ash was quietly astonished. This might’ve been the first time he’d ever seen her cry.

“Why’d you choose Elysium then?”

Ash headed over and clasped her hands. “To remind you.”

Her eyes searched his for some time, with her thumbs rubbing over his hands. Then, she leaned into a hug. Being a half nellwyn and a half elf, she only came up to mid chest. Ash loved the way her body felt against his, and wondered for a second if he’d done the Elysium thing to hurt her.

No.

“I love you,” she breathed into his pecs. “You know that, right?”

“I know it,” he said. “I love you, too.” He kind of loved all the girls, in a way. He wasn’t certain it was possible to love them all the way he thought boyfriends needed to love their girlfriends, not with frigging eight of them, but he loved them in his own way.

“Mmm,” she said, and smelled his chest. “Do you want me? Do you want to try out… the word?”

He focused on making her feel good, and said the word. It didn’t come out as easily as he expected it to. It had been three years, and the memory of it was still fresh.

Ashley immediately cried out and clutched against his midsection, her legs trembling. Apparently ‘great pleasure’ meant instant orgasm.

He held her, then picked her up and headed for the bed. She looped her arms around his neck and leaned in for a kiss.

“Ohhhhh fuck,” she moaned. “I didn’t expect… it would come so fast.”

He leaned down and whispered “Elysium” in her ear again, and this time her whole body spasmed in his arms. She jerked out of his grip, almost falling out of his arms, and she let out a loud moan with her legs clamped together. This went on for something like ten seconds before she finally stopped shivering.

“Is that proof enough?” he asked.

“Make love to me,” she muttered.

“I do believe I’m the Master in this relationship,” he said.

“Where do you get that idea?”

“It explicitly says it in on the choker,” he said.

It was true. On one of the leather bits, it said ‘MASTER’S,’ and the other side said ‘PET’. He ran his thumb over the letters, and grinned while she went over to the mirror to inspect them.

“I can’t believe this,” she groaned. “That was so embarrassing.” Then she faced him. “You know it’s not true, right? You can have as many girls as you want, you know that. You can have sex with all those sluts outside, but I’m still your girlfriend. We’re equals, Ash.”

“I want to see you naked,” he said instead.

She kept blushing. This blushing and embarrassment was novel and wonderful, and he was going to enjoy it while it lasted.

“Go on,” he told her lightly. “Take off all your clothes. Leave the choker though. Master wants his pet to know who owns her.”

Instead of answering or fighting, she stripped out of her Cleric robes and stood there, naked. The insides of her legs were slick and glistening with juices. She’d already climaxed twice, after all. She kept her panties and bra on only long enough for him to twirl his finger as an indication that she should ditch those too.

“Are we equals?” he asked.

“Why are you doing this?”

“You promised me, the day you met me, remember?”

Her hand drifted to the juncture between her thighs, while the other tweaked one of her nipples.

He took the opportunity to appraise her new body. The orc one had held its own athletic charm. Now she was an elf, and a nellwyn, and those had their own personality quirks that affected her. Now his original girlfriend was slight of body, with softer edges and less pronounced curves. She had crystalline eyes, the sort of blue you got lost in. She was busty enough, with pink nipples just the right size and shape.

“What?” she asked.

“What was your promise?” he asked again.

“I…” She promised she would fuck him much better than his current girlfriend. She promised that, if he took her out twice a month, she would suck his cock and spread her legs for him every day, or until he ran dry. And to prove it, she’d promised to go down on him right in the club, right under the table in the booth. All he had to do was buy a round for her and her two friends.

Ashley, the Cleric who’d changed so much, reiterated her promise. “I’ll suck you off and fuck you every day—”

“Not that,” he said.

The dare had cost him almost fifty bucks, but not ten minutes after she got her Long Island Ice Tea and started slurping it down, she was slurping down something else while Ash stared in drunken disbelief. Ashley’s best friends flanked him, sipping their own free drinks and giggling about what a slut she was. She’d even stopped blowing him in order to yell up that she could hear what they were saying, and she was not a slut, she just knew what she wanted and got what she wanted.

“I… I’ll fuck you better?”

He nodded.

“Better than your current girlfriend.”

“She was your sister’s best friend, Ashley,” he said softly.

“I know,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

He never thought she’d say those words. They should’ve been said directly to his ex, back when Ashley had told the poor girl she’d made Ash cheat on her. It shouldn’t have mattered that she was going to move out to college in the next month, and that she and Ash wouldn’t see each other for months. They were practically guaranteed to break up, but officially, they hadn’t. It shouldn’t have mattered but it did.

“Come here,” he told her, and hugged her tight while she sobbed.


23- Legend

He woke early the next morning with Ashley absolutely clinging to him. She wasn’t simply cuddling him, she would have to be surgically detached.

He’d save Elysium for later.

For now, he headed to his character sheet, before any morning tomfoolery began. He wasn’t sure which of them would try and get into a threesome with him and Ashley, but he would go with either Evie or Rachel. Aria wasn’t off the list either.

“150,000 experience points,” he breathed, so quietly Ashley didn’t stir. He had seriously sexed himself up to Master level.

At Expert level 8 in both Sorcerer and Bard, he could spend 40,000 xp and get four levels before it got really expensive. After that it would be 25,000 per level of each.

Looking at it though, he didn’t need to spend 40k. He had nearly leveled up in Bard, due to all the skill actions he’d been taking, and using the Bard abilities so many times. He had nearly forgotten that he just accumulated experience the normal way. It was only 2,000 and a little more to get to Expert 9 in Bard, and only 6,000 plus a tad more to get to Expert 9 in Sorcerer. So he ended up spending just over 30,000 to get to Expert level 10 in each.

This gave him 8 attribute levels, and 12 skill levels.

He stared at the skill levels, knowing exactly what Kayle Jai would say if her sphere was set on a pedestal and looking like a crystal ball.

“You need to diversify.”

Except, no, he didn’t think he did. He thought instead that maybe he should get luckier. 12 more skill levels would put him at Grandmaster 49, and that was one level up away from getting the two more necessary to see what the next rank would be.

Was he neglecting his Wands and the other skills? Probably. Could he spend a couple thousand experience now and raise some of them to an acceptable level? Yes. Could he use Jacked Up several times in a row before running out of stamina, and buff up other skills to his absurdly high Diamonds level? He could.

Okay, so he took Expert level 10 another 10,000 xp further and went right to Master level 1. He then sank his next two levels into Diamonds and watched in fascination as it first gave him the warning about Legend and Mythic Random Encounter chances.

Legend. Mythic.

And, since his Subtle Expertise boon allowed him to entirely negate the Random Encounter chance for skills, he clicked yes and watched as he grabbed up his first level of Legend in his Diamonds skill.

The experience points for his next level of Diamonds now read 0 out of 1,000,000.

Ash let out a shaky breath.

He then immediately spent the rest of his experience built up through all the hip thrusting, all the slobber, all the caressing and licking and penetration. A whole lot of moans and climaxes had brought him these experience points. A lot of lazy smiles afterwards and cries of ecstasy.

The remaining 100,000 only bought him another three levels: his last Expert level in Bard, then one Master level of Sorcerer and a single Master level in Bard. That gave him an additional 9 skill levels, which went immediately into his Legend level Diamonds skill. Some of his skills, through use, had leveled up all on their own. That was best. He wasn’t going to be spending any of his class level freebies anywhere except his insane luck.

As for his attributes, those were a different story… or were they? He had 16 attribute points to spend, and part of him really wanted to take this experiment to its logical conclusion: buy up all the Lucky. Although his other attributes were about to lag far behind, did that matter? The girls were coming along. They were going to be facing Master level and Grandmaster threats, and that was on account of his class levels. Right now the chances of Grandmaster were very low, but increasing his attributes would also put that into jeopardy.

“No risk, no reward,” he muttered. The luck would see him through it. He pushed all of his attribute levels into Lucky.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 2, Bard, Master level 2

Good: 186/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero

Luck Be A Lady (Achievement: Grandmaster rank in Diamonds)

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 6)

Charming- (Master level 6)

Clever- (Expert level 2)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Master level 22)

Quick- (Expert level 1)

Sly- (Expert level 1)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 7)

Coins (Expert level 1)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 7)

Wands (Master level 1)

Diamonds (Legend level 10)

Spades (Journeyman level 5)

Hearts (Master level 1)

Clubs (Journeyman level 5)

As for Ash’s card rewards from all the humping and position switches, all the ear nibbles and breathless kisses, he opened them up and groaned. And he also felt a tightening in his pants as he grew hard.

***

He helped improve Netsu’s war hammer next. She had a maul with magical properties, and it had two gem slots to go along with it. They determined she could use mostly Superior gems for now. She wasn’t in love with the idea of not using Flawless gems, but they were angling to do some serious adventuring.

He did produce, from the Rainbow Opal recipe from before, a copy of the Rainbow Opal but in Superior form. Although the Rainbow Opal gave a serious advantage with all the resistances it conveyed through jewelry or armor, it wasn’t nearly so good for a weapon.

“I want fire,” she said.

“We need to be ready to add different types of damage,” he told her. “I’m not just a fire Sorcerer.”

“You’re a void Sorcerer. I’m a fire girl and a fighter. I should be dealing a ton of fire damage.”

She could indeed use a Flawless Ruby. Her heritage as a volcashic allowed her leeway with the item requirements.

“I still don’t like it,” he said. “I think we should go for health drain for everybody, and a type of debuff—”

“I just want to do more damage,” she said.

He bit back a retort. He knew what he was doing, but she and Mizu had come out of an elemental dungeon with flying colors at the beginning of this whole apocalypse world-change situation. He couldn’t fault her for the instincts she had.

She wasn’t entirely wrong either. Aquamarine would add a lot more damage than the Obsidian, which added life drain. But the damage was only physical, and a lot of creatures had physical resistances.

It turned out she was even more right. The Flawless Ruby, set into a weapon, cut through resistances. Meaning that the Aquamarine would deal its significantly boosted damage well with the Ruby cutting off any physical resistances the enemy might have. She set a Superior Aquamarine in with the Ruby, and grinned down at the weapon. It was already faster than most mauls, and could deal a shockwave of fire damage.

“Your instincts are to have everything,” she told him. “A contingency for everything. A capability in every instance. You cannot. It is impossible. So you must specialize with each of us. We will all come together to be a whole that is greater than each individual. If you truly have a balanced party, this specialization will make us powerful.”

“I guess it will.” He was thinking of his Lucky and Diamonds.

With that, Netsu leaned forward and kissed him. “Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For trusting me.” She had already been glowing warmer and flowing with more lava than dark volcanic rock, and this surprised him.

He stared at his inventory until Netsu asked him if there was a problem.

He held up the card he’d been given as one of his rewards. “Would you like to wear one of these?”

Netsu didn’t speak, but immediately took the card, manifested the choker, and fastened it around her neck. Of course, being a magical item, it was impervious to her lava and heat. The silver ring immediately transformed into a stylized flame. She got up and moved to the mirror, then touched the silver flame gently. When she turned, Ash was pointedly ignoring the Relationship reward of +10 points he’d just received, and her eyes were shining. White hot tears were flowing down the black stone mask that usually made up her face. Then she froze.

“I… do you have another? I shouldn’t have accepted this without Mizu first having one.”

He shook his head. “Don’t you worry about her. You’ve been punished and forced to repay your debt quite enough.”

She seemed to go through a whole lot of thoughts and mental debates, standing there and running her fingers over the stylized flame.

“We will need a word agreed upon, for me to—”

“Punishment,” she blurted.

“Punishment?” he mused. “Are you sure? I don’t feel like I need to punish you any longer.”

She took a step towards him. “Yes. Although I will also accept ‘liar’ if you insist.”

He focused his will and said ‘Punishment,’ and watched in fascination as her knees buckled and she slowly wilted to the floor, catching herself by using his knees. She gave out a long groan, shuddering and shivering.

“It’s like you were inside me, pounding me for… a long time, and licking me… and inside my… fucking me anally… all at the same time.” She shuddered and groaned again in an orgasmic aftershock, all the while grinning a dopey grin.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

“Thank me?” she asked, amazed. “Thank me? What for?” She unbuttoned his pants and ripped them off when he raised his butt off the bed. “Did you lie to your sister and try to seduce the man she was interested in? Did you insist on keeping her away from the big brutish man? Did you consent to being punished, spanked, and drilled in the ass over and over again to atone?”

As she spoke, the armor plates she normally wore retracted, melting into the lava of her body. She was left a slight woman with perfect handfuls for breasts and a nicely curved butt, with hair of flames dancing off her head and somehow not burning him.

“I didn’t repair the rift between Mizu and I. You did,” she said, and began to suck him off. He’d already been hardening, watching her orgasm and get naked for him, but when she withdrew his cock was literally an obsidian phallus, and his body had become like a volcashic. She climbed up onto the bed, straddling him, and kissed him deeply.

“She still despises me, but we are closer again.” Closer like a little too close, Ash thought, but that dark part of him wasn’t done fantasizing over fire and water mixing, making a yin yang that shouldn’t be.

“You can have my ass again,” she whispered, “if that is your wish. Spank me, if that is your wish. Take whatever pleasure you like. I can only reward you so much, but my body is yours to use.” With that she stood and turned, then lowered her ass down until she was at reverse cowgirl position, balanced on his knees and showing herself to him fully. Ass or pussy were both on display, both on offer.

Ash grabbed her and raised her ass up to face level, which nearly unbalanced her. Still, she was limber and able to handle the strangeness of the position, so when he started licking at her molten core, she only moaned appreciation instead of overbalancing and going on her face. A few minutes of this, and squeezing her amazing ass, he started rubbing his fingers against both holes. His tongue he used to circle her clit, the little diamond that he’d revealed with his aggressive licking, and soon he’d worked fingers into her, and began pumping.

When her moaning and squealing began to get erratic, he reached down and took her by the neck. Sensing she was going to lose muscle control and all to the floor, he grabbed her and held on so he could finish her off like this.

With a strangled sound, she immediately went off. She gushed even more white lava out onto his tongue and fingers, and did indeed lose control. Suddenly all her weight was on his hand, choking her just slightly. Feeling the immensity of her climax on his fingers, he cradled her spasming body and laid her on the bed, whereupon he knelt over her, pressed his cock down into her, and whispered, “Today isn’t a day for punishment.”

This time, as the magic word lit up the choker and sent her into immediate orgasm, he felt every bit of that climax rippling down through her clenching sex and into his sheathed cock. It was all he could do not to immediately go off himself.

Instead he cradled her body from behind, spooning her and beginning to make love to her in that position. Eventually she recovered enough from the orgasm to begin telling him how amazing he was, how forgiving and incredible and how she didn’t feel as though she deserved him.

Eventually he, too, couldn’t hold back. He asked where she wanted it, and got a breathless ‘anywhere you want’ in reply. As was his habit now, he took hold of her hips, shoved in as deep as he could, and let go with a loud groan.

They lay and relaxed like this until Mizu entered the captain’s quarters. She froze, literally changed her entire body from water into solid ice. Her teeth had a terrifying look to them like this.

“I thought you might be in here sullying poor Ash with your filth,” she spat.

Her eyes widened the moment she saw the choker. The wheels turned, and she crossed the room in an instant, wrapping one hand around Netsu’s throat to inspect it more closely. The same two words were printed on the leather: MASTER’S PET.

“What… how…” The look of betrayal she turned Ash’s way made him feel cold. He’d anticipated a reaction to this, but he’d hoped he could head this off by gifting Mizu with a choker of her own. After all, he’d gotten four of them as reward cards from Master of Haremonies. It was the first time he’d gotten the exact same reward any more than once, and it was clear it meant something.

If only she would listen.

“Mizu—”

“You bastard,” she hissed. He lost an immediate 12 Relationship points, which was softened from the 16 he would have otherwise lost. It was still the most he’d lost at any one time with any of the girls.

In an instant, he had Jacked Up active, and he raised his Hearts skill to the level of Legend. “Mizu, listen to me,” he said softly.

Now she turned.

“Did you just use a charm skill on my sister?” Netsu asked, with quiet venom.

He turned to her, wondering if there was any way he could dig himself out of this mess. He tried to convey all this in a look, but was forced to say, “She wouldn’t listen. I had to—”

Netsu slapped him. He took a single hit point of damage, but the sting of it felt like a lot more. She’d rocked his head to the side, away from where he could see, talk to, deal with Mizu.

Mizu, meanwhile, spun on her heel and marched out of the captain’s quarters, crunching ice and leaving little chips of herself to melt on the decking.

“I’ll take care of her,” Netsu told him, and rose. Her clothing, formed of her own body, swiftly reappeared. This time it seemed more regal than before, with more ornate patterning on the larger shoulder guards, pauldrons and bracers. A circlet of black volcanic rock came into being. When she turned, she gave him a reassuring smile. The flame on the choker was surrounded by a yellow section of molten flesh. It was one of the first times he’d gotten cute warmth out of her, and it struck him oddly. He returned the smile with a dopey grin of his own.

“Don’t worry,” she said.

He should have worried.


24- Forever and Only

They entered the next game system late the next morning.

Before that happened, and with the next system far enough away that they couldn’t see it, Ash took the time to grant Evie, Rachel, and Tinniel their Harem’s Emblems. All were given a chance to refuse if they so wished. None did. They correctly saw the power of the resistances, or perhaps they just wanted the stat bumps and the power word: orgasm that came along with it. Tinniel, by the way she fluttered into the captain’s quarters so frequently to check herself in the ship’s only mirror, seemed to like the look of the thing.

Rachel’s choker didn’t shift the way Netsu or Ashley’s had, but instead grew spikes along the leather thongs. The leather thickened to over five centimeters, and a leash sprang out of it, directly into Ash’s hand, whenever he drew within three feet of her. If the squeal of delight was to be believed, she loved it.

The ring in Evie’s choker stayed a ring, though it duplicated into a second ring, both intertwined. A small arrow sprang out of the top at an angle of the first, and a small cross out of the bottom of the second. Tinniel’s choker promptly disappeared, and she freaked out until she zipped away, only to reappear and tell him that she’d found it… except as soon as she came into view, it was gone again.

Cue another adorable freakout. Finally, the two of them working together discovered that the choker was only visible when she was alone, or with him. In the presence of anyone else, it made itself invisible.

The kobold Seffie, the ship’s new mascot, seemed to be disappointed not to have been included in the harem, but Ash assured her that she would only earn it if she was a part of the team that fought. Aria might eventually get one. She had more than earned some kind of reward, after all.

Mizu, however, was gone. Netsu returned to him wide-eyed and telling him that she wasn’t on the ship at all. This was true.

No one could find her anywhere on board, but no one had seen her leap into the ocean below either. As a naiadic, she could simply transform into a puddle and keep herself to herself somewhere below decks, then slither around to avoid detection. Ash didn’t want to disturb her if she really was upset enough to sequester herself away from the rest of them, so they let the matter rest.

Netsu took it hard.

“I shouldn’t have taken your gift,” she said. She’d been leaning against the rail, and they watched the sun come up behind the ship. “I should’ve waited for Mizu to get one.”

“She shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions,” he said.

There wouldn’t have been any conclusions to jump to if she just turned him down and told him to give it to Mizu first. This was essentially what Netsu was saying, and no amount of placating could get her to change her mind. She blamed herself for this, and that was that.

Ash let it go and focused, for the first time since Nova Corridor, on the task at hand: saving the world.

A conversation with Kayle Jai, irritating blue mage extraordinaire, confirmed this.

“Just forget about the water girl,” she told him. “Her being emotional is a serious impediment to a functioning party anyway. The girls have been training Seffie as a light striker and she’s already late into Amateur, nearly Journeyman. It will take some time, but she’ll be a replacement for Mizu, don’t worry.”

He disagreed with this. He wasn’t entirely sure he’d only lost one party member out of this insanity.

No, he was pretty sure Netsu was also a non-entity now that this had happened. The volcashic, over the next several hours, lamented the situation quietly to herself, stared out over the rails of the ship, was distracted beyond anything he’d ever seen, and worst of all, her mood showed on her body. Her body had gone almost completely ash colored, with only tiny rivulets of lava. The night before she’d been mostly lava, with only small patches of volcanic rock scattered throughout her entire body. For the first time ever, she crunched when she walked and moved.

They swooped in and demolished a shipwreck Random Encounter, followed closely by a sunken treasure Random Encounter. The first one had been quite tantalizing, with the two halves of the ship sticking up out of the pounding surf, and fresh wreckage floating here and there around it. Readying his Life’s Blood spells and Rejuvenating Aura, along with Drums of Doom, they’d bee more than ready for the explosion of gigantic tentacles out of the water, and had blown them to smithereens over the course of a good five minutes.

Despite Netsu’s paralysis over her sister and her being utterly useless, Ash was able to boost his skills using Jacked Up, and use the ship’s cannons to pulverize every tentacle in range. In the meantime, Evie used ice blue slowing shots with her sniper rifle, and Tinniel exploded clusters of arrows against them. Even Seffie helped out, taking the ship’s wheel to weave in and around the obstacles, allowing Rachel to teleport around and slash at them with her daggers. Ashley protected them against harm with some warding spells.

The Sunken Treasure one was just as predictable, with them springing the ambush the moment they touched the treasure chest. Again, Ash had been ready for that, and blasted enemies back with Tsunamis or Fireballs, then erected a Fire Wall after he’d taken damage, and used the obscuring fire to escape. He then rocketed them up to the safety of the ship. All the merfolk who’d come pelting at them on enormous creatures that were like mermen but the horse version.

Turned out the surface of the ocean was a great place to put another Fire Wall.

That done, they went back down and grabbed up the treasure, though it was mostly for the experience points for doing the battle. The girls were leveling up much faster than he was, of course, and every action they took got bonus experience because the Random Encounter difficulty was quite high. Tinniel breezed through Journeyman and into Expert, while Rachel was already halfway through Expert. Ashley continued to plod slowly along, just ahead of Rachel. Even Seffie was gaining experience for having to pilot the ship. She’d only bashed the ship into two or three tentacles two or three times.

***

The call went up sometime after the sun appeared fully over the horizon. Evie spotted the distortion of the game zones colliding.

The wall over the end of the Pacific Ocean half obscured the place beyond, which had once been Japan. It shimmered with colorful energy, rippling out in waves of different light. Yellows, pinks, violets and greens all wavered over the wall, which spanned from the surface of the ocean up into forever. Its end couldn’t be seen.

They’d already encountered the one between Nova Corridor and the Spellcraft world he’d been inhabiting since the start of the apocalypse. Still, seeing it reflect back a bit of the late morning light was astonishing to behold. It overwhelmed Ash, who temporarily forgot about possibly losing both twins.

“Take us down,” he said.

Nobody questioned. Instead Rachel brought the ship swiftly and smoothly towards the ocean’s surface, where she brought her to a stop just before the colossal wall separating the known from the unknown.

The skyship might not work on the other side. Nothing might be the same on the other side. They needed to be prepared for anything.

Ash wanted to put on all three of the Life’s Blood spells on, along with Rejuvenating Aura, and ready several other spells, but didn’t bother. They wouldn’t work on the other side. No matter what the new system was, his spells wouldn’t be the same.

He instead took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, take us in.”

***

Netsu stood on the deck of the ship, stunned, and Ash couldn’t blame her. Japan looked a whole lot like what he’d remembered it looked like from pictures. Of course he’d hardly traveled outside of the Paris trip, but the internet had taken him all over the place.

He’d seen Japan, and this was Japan… but more.

The first thing they noted were the flying cars. They hovered some twenty or thirty meters off the ground and were zipping along in air lanes only they could see.

Unless you were the pilot.

Rachel started swearing immediately and jerked on the steering yoke, which was now a futuristic thing instead of a ship’s wheel on a magi-tech ship. The ship lurched and several polite horns could be heard, beeping first before their volume faded away. A number of these happened when Rachel first overcorrected, then corrected again, to get the ship running even with the rest of traffic.

“Sorry!” she shouted down, to Ash and the other girls, but also all the other drivers flying everywhere on the road. “Sorry, that’s just… we’re from out of state. Everybody be cool, and stop with the overly polite honking.”

As for the scenery, it was lush and vibrant in color. The Japanese houses he remembered as being white things with dark timber holding them up, and dark gray roofing tiles like waves. The houses below them were like that, but… more. They had big windows now, brilliant cerulean things, and the roof tiles were gleaming black, like someone had oiled them. Their gardens were bright green, spattered with flowers and vegetables growing in patches, but the flowers were the most wondrous possible colors. Each house seemed to have its own flower garden with its own impossibly amazing colors, each one slightly different. He’d never seen flowers that color of turquoise before, or that bright magenta, but there they were.

The mountains were more serene than the internet photos implied. The bamboo patches swayed gracefully in the wind. The fruit sellers and street food venders floated in little anti-gravity shops in clusters off to the sides of the air lanes, where you could park your car and order, and they’d drift their floating stall to you. Ash noted a number of amiable conversations going on between wizened old sellers and the folks buying their wares.

Above them, they could see more flying lanes for people moving faster or heading toward different destinations.

The cars were hardly anything like earth cars. They appeared more like jelly beans with bits glowing beneath. These had to be repulsers of some kind.

Most glowed with a soft sky blue, but some of the cars were nicer than the others, were larger, or the glowing parts beneath formed artistic designs. Some looked like koi ponds, others like ukiyo-e woodblock prints of sumo wrestlers or Japanese landscapes rendered as Van Gogh style paintings.

The Wind Runner had become a sort of party bus, a two floor ellipse shaped thing with a huge curved windshield that went all the way around and back to form a complete canopy. Support pillars were sleek and curving things running up from where the gunwales used to be. They were the only reminders of a car shape. As the sun came into view from behind a building, the whole canopy darkened automatically to shield their eyes. Now she sported several rows of comfortable captain’s chairs, complete with buttons for reclining, for screens to be brought out and controlled, and for summoning food.

The buildings weren’t blocky, concrete monstrosities, but were modeled after ancient pagodas, or futuristic undulating things, like huge silvery eggs. Many of these sported rashes of green growth on the outsides, green buildings with sakura blossom trees growing right out of the sides and roofing.

Except for the domes.

“What do you suppose that is?” Netsu asked breathlessly, pointing.

A dome larger than any singular building, larger than a neighborhood, curved up in the distance and partially obscured a picturesque mountain. Probably not Fuji; the whole world had been remade, and that included the landscape of what used to be Japan… but had it?

It looked like Japan had come out of the apocalypse mostly unscathed.

“Let’s check it out. Rachel?”

“I uh… I think I can chart a course,” she said, typing into a holographic screen. “It’s called a Gallantir battlefield. This one’s named Rising.”

Ash started swearing.

It sounded exactly like Gallant, with a fancy sound at the end to make it sound a little bit more and a little big better than what it really was. Gallantir. Fuck.

While he was busy doing that, the new course brought them up a level and over to a different air lane. The ship rose swiftly and smoothly out of the line of flying cars and into a different line. There was hardly any feeling of being pressed into the sumptuous chairs.

They had changed, also. They were all humans again. Netsu was a toned, petite Japanese woman now with a loose ponytail and those long side bangs that framed the faces of so many Asian women. Still, when she turned, she was still wearing his choker, and it still bore the shape of a flame.

Rachel remained looking much like she had as a cat woman, though she’d lost the tail, the ears, and the thin layer of fur. In its place was a tall and thin brunette with light eyes. She had, in place of the fur and ears, a number of interesting tattoos in even more interesting colors. Teal, pink, and mint green were among the colors he noticed on a tattoo that appeared like braided ribbons forming the shape of cat.

Of all of them, Evie seemed the least changed. She retained her dark skin, her bright orange and very curly hair, and all the tech she wore strapped all over her body. She still had the high tech goggles, the glowing bits on her clothing, though some bits of that armor were much tighter and more neon colored than before. Kayle Jai still sat in her glass ball, sitting cross legged and looking bored with the momentous changes to everyone and everything.

Tinniel was a younger woman with dirty blonde hair shaved on one side and huge, innocent eyes. She had on ripped, punk clothes with a lot of spikes and studs, and several piercings in each ear, two in one eyebrow, and two in one nostril as well.

Ashley looked much like her old pre-apocalypse self: tall, commanding, blonde, busty, and entirely too arrogant for her own good. She was, as he knew she would be, admiring her changed self in the mirror: the rainbow dye job running through just a portion of her hair and her tight ponytail, her expertly applied makeup that ran a rainbow from ear to ear, across her eyes and nose, and the tattoos that floated a half inch off her skin. One was a phoenix trailing multi-colored fire. As she watched, and as Ash watched her, the thing flapped its wings and made its slow way around her forearm in slow circles. Her other forearm read, in Japanese lettering, which he could somehow understand:

FOREVER AND ONLY

SAKURA PETALS DRIFT

SOFT PINK AND WHITE AND PERFECT

TOWARD ASH

Around the letters, cherry blossom petals did indeed appear and fall down towards her elbow, only to blacken and drift to ashy dust.

She turned toward him, looking down at her forearm, then up at him, then down again, and up at him once more. Then she smiled the first ever cute, awkward, embarrassed grin he could remember her smiling.

“We ought to look in on Aria,” he said, and rose.

There was no need; an elderly woman of Mexican descent with wild eyes burst up from the ship’s only staircase. Her black hair was shot through with enough silver to make it impossible to ignore.

“We need to leave!” she declared. “Turn this ship around right this minute.”

Ash approached and gave her a hug. The diminutive goblin with the nasty, wicked grin had transformed into a stocky woman with tangled brown hair and hazel eyes. She was now dressed in an apron and pink rubber gloves, though she had a faded tattoo in several colors that showed through with her skin tone.

“This isn’t right,” she moaned. “I want to go back.”

He had experienced a brief moment where he’d thought maybe, maybe there wouldn’t be a problem letting go of Spellcraft and the card system. The Random Encounters, the fish gods cursing towns, the dangerous monsters, the treacherous people he’d encountered, every town having a huge temple in the middle of it, the presence of sleeping Cthulhu monster gods. After all, this place had creature comforts, it had technology, it had the internet. Of a sort. Everything might be in Japanese and it might be about events he’d never heard of, focusing on the Gallantir battles, but it was still internet.

It only took one look at the character sheet, the game itself, and Aria’s panicked face to convince him. This place was not long for this world.

“Don’t worry,” he told Aria. “I won’t let anything happen to you, understand? You’re still my sexy little goblin culinary artist.”

She breathed out a wavering sigh that broke his heart a little. She melted into his arms and refused to look at him.

Now he just had to beat the game he absolutely despised.


25- Gallantir

Ash gathered the girls around. With Ashley, Rachel, Evie and Tinniel, they would have the five they needed to deal with Gallantir matches. He would take the twins if he could, but he’d made a critical miscalculation with Mizu and she’d abandoned ship.

“I don’t like this any more than you do,” he said, although Ashley liked it very much indeed. “We’re going to have to work as a team. Have any of you played FPS games?”

He got a whole wall of blank stares. The silence was not comforting.

Rachel at least had the good graces to blanch. She wasn’t any good at first person shooters. Ashley didn’t play video games at all.

“Oh, yeah, I played some first person shooters with my brother,” Tinniel said. “I wouldn’t say I’m great at them.”

Okay. Okay. Ash had been thinking that they were absolutely fucked, but Tinniel had experience. It made a certain amount of sense that they’d turned her into a Ranger in the other game system.

Evie just shrugged. “How hard could it be? I’ve been using a sniper rifle for the last three months. I played Halo and Doom and a Call of Duty.”

Okay, well, two out of five wouldn’t give them much of a chance of winning, but it would improved their chances a fraction higher than the zero they were now.

“Luckily we have Ash,” Evie added. “Three out of five will give us a fighting chance, won’t it?”

He couldn’t look her in the face, so instead he locked eyes with Ashley and sent a powerful mental ‘NO’ that he hoped she understood. They shouldn’t dash Evie’s hopes into the floor without more information, and that meant Ashley should hold her tongue. Ashley, pre-apocalypse, was quite good, socially speaking. Thankfully, she kept her trap shut.

Three out of five would not give them a fighting chance, especially since they didn’t have three out of five, they had two out of five at best. With Tinniel a strong maybe, he thought they probably had one and a half out of five. Those were not winning odds.

The dome was indeed an arena for a deathmatch, and the game was called Gallantir. The dome seemed an opaque black, but as they drew nearer in Wind Runner, Ash saw it swirled with high-ranked teams of combatants. The whole thing was a screen of sorts, and it showed off match highlights.

One sniper blasting his way through an entire squad of enemies. A well-placed grenade that sprang up and created a wall of opaque white, just as a hail of gunfire tore into it… and stopped dead in its tracks. The bullets had embedded themselves into a white foam barrier, which disappeared a moment later. A green-haired woman with a gatling gun pouring thousands of rounds into a corridor.

Gallantir sprang up almost the moment he got his job at the loading docks, becoming popular just at the exact moment when he felt like he couldn’t devote any time in his week to playing video games.

Also he hated first person shooters.

There was something off-putting about being in a 3D environment. Some trick of the games he’d played as a kid. It probably came from not having the console, and having to play on the consoles of his buddies that did it. They knew how to play; he didn’t. They had had hours and hours of practice killing enemies; he didn’t. They could manipulate the joysticks on the controllers, where he’d mostly played turn-based and strategy games. They were okay dying and being respawned over and over and over again. He’d only ever played one massive battle FPS where you could respawn as different units in the same army: jetpack troopers, electric lancers, snipers, vehicle and starfighter pilots, and then plain old infantry. The maps had been enormous, and he’d played that one for a few months while going through the movie-linked storylines, reenacting the movies but from the point of view of a regular soldier in the galactic military, or the galactic resistance.

And he’d been pretty shitty at that one too, so he really only played the one player version, the story mode, because he hated dying twelve times in a battle.

Shit. Shit shit shit.

“Let’s land in the parking area near the dome and I’ll see about getting us signed up.” Signed up to get killed over and over again. He sighed. “I’ll take the mage with me.”

Somehow, Kayle Jai had been preserved as a tiny person in a glass ball. She did appear to be a holographic projection, some kind of near-future technology bauble, but the glass ball was still about the size of a softball, and she was still the size of an action figure.

“I’m gonna need a pep talk here,” he said, and went on to explain all about his experiences with FPS games. “I’m not a great marksman. I didn’t do Boy Scouts. I never hunted with my dad. He’s a woodworker and liked camping, but he was practically a vegetarian. Couldn’t kill any living creatures for sustenance. He’d much rather watch birds and find snakes in the wilderness than kill anything.”

She was silent.

“So yeah. You charged me with this job and told me that I had to do this in order to save the world. Words of encouragement… go.”

She blinked at him.

“Now would be good.”

“What do you want me to say?” she asked. “This is the worst sort of assignment you could’ve been given. You’ve got it. There’s no way to change this into something it’s not. You have to do it or die trying.”

“You suck at this,” he told her flatly, staring up at the dome.

She pointed a tiny finger at him, and the holographic projection of her fuzzed into its component colors a little at the sudden movement. “Do the damned job,” she told him. “Your world is probably going to end up on the wrong end of the Esotericum anyway, and if you aren’t united, you’re all going to die. So either figure out a way to stop them when they do come, or figure out a way off this planet before it dies a horrible death.”

“You actually went and made it even worse. Thank you for that.”

“You know what?” She snapped. “Fuck you. This isn’t about you. It’s about your whole planet. It’s bigger than you. If you want to hand me off to someone who’s better at this job, find that person and I’ll tell them to come into your little neck of the woods and conquer the game system there, and morph it all into this… or whatever system they’re currently in.”

“Cold,” he said.

“Pragmatic. And cold, I guess, but pragmatic.”

“Harsh.”

“I could’ve just not shown up and let the whole planet be turned into soup for them to harness for their various resource engines.” She took a deep breath, while up on the dome, a guy leaped off the roof of a building doing a hands-free cartwheel, using twin SMGs (and several other guns floating nearby, held by drones tethered to his movements) to pelt a team of enemy combatants with lots and lots of rounds. “I would’ve taken that sci-fi one over yours or this. They had nukes. Nukes, Ash! And jet fighters that morphed into gigantic robots. Those things were fucking cool.”

He stared at her.

“Um… excuse my French, I guess?”

He shook his head, trying to make sense of what she was saying. “No, I don’t care about swearing. I swear all the fucking time. I care that you would’ve taken Nova Corridor over Spellcraft and you’re only telling me this now.”

“Ash, listen to me and listen good. It will take someone who’s a hell of a lot more advanced than you to stand up to the Esotericum when they arrive. These people understand strength and will. They’re not about to let an entire planet go just because you want them to.”

“I know that.”

“And that means uniting the systems here. Without that, your system can’t give you the challenges you need to overcome. This Spellcraft System that you prefer won’t have the necessary power to imbue you with the skills and power level necessary to tell the Esotericum to go fuck themselves.”

He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, eyes closed. The dome had continued playing out highlight reels of Gallantir, including super powers, tactical use of powers, and just sheer brilliance when it came to using the near future guns available during deathmatches.

“I’m having trouble believing more than I’m having trouble understanding. Let’s say Spellcraft covers half the planet,” he said. “You’re saying that it can only offer quests and monsters to get me to a certain level of power, and no higher?”

“That’s exactly right,” she said.

“And I’m not even remotely close to that level of power?”

“Correct. You are not.”

“Fine,” he said, gritting his teeth.

“I was certain that saving your planet would mean a death sentence for me,” she told him. “I thought I would die. I thought your world would burn and end up processed material for the Esotericum’s engines of magic and war. I could not dream of creating a place where different systems would push against one another, coexist, thrive.”

Of all the things he definitely didn’t want to hear, it was that she thought it great just to be alive. Sure, it was great just to be alive, but now that he was, he had a few other aspirations.

“Ash,” she said. “I have played the long odds and, amazingly, been successful several times over. Just because I don’t think it can be done does not mean you should give up.”

“But you think it can’t be done.”

She made a sound that told him in no uncertain terms he was a complete idiot. “Of course not! Should you unite the systems into your preference, you still need to succeed in rising to the highest level, a near impossible feat.”

“Nice.”

“You would likely perish in the attempt many times.”

“Thanks.”

“And should you not fail there, the coming Esotericum agents will likely wipe the floor with you.”

“Awesome. Great.”

“The best you can hope for is to teach them that, through your death, people here might rise to become part of the Esotericum. Since the planet now has its mana unlocked, your death would mean the Esotericum could take into the fold.”

Ash picked up the ball containing Kayle Jai. Once he’d thought that saving her would be a kindness, and that he would feel like a hero for doing so. Not only had he not saved her, and not only had she not provided the answers he needed to hear, she was telling him that he was doomed, and that giving up would be just fine provided he found someone better for her to mentor.

With that in mind, he reached back and hucked the sphere containing the blue mage towards the ship. If she was lucky (she’d gotten lucky so far), one of the girls would pick up her dumb ball. He hoped she threw up in the damn thing, and then had to walk around in a ball streaked with vomit.

“Ash,” Netsu called, jogging over.

As much as he liked her Japanese form, he loved the look of magma-coated Netsu much better. They needed to get out of this place, or conquer it, as soon as possible.

“Someone’s come back to life,” he said.

She couldn’t look him in the eye, and he wondered how badly her sister’s disappearance was going to affect her, or for how long.

“I need a favor,” she said, scratching the back of her neck.

This was Netsu. She’d dived into the belly of a giant worm. Ash didn’t like this new, unsure version of her.

“You’ve played first person shooter games,” he said. “You’re good at them, right?”

“Ash listen—”

“Because I’m terrible at them,” he went on.

“No, look. I can’t.”

“You can’t what?” he asked.

“I can’t play with you. I have to find Mizu.”

“All right.”

She hesitated, again studying the ground, the dome, anything but him.

“Netsu,” he said gently, and took a step forward with the intent of taking her by the chin and meeting her eyes. “You need to level with me. How bad is this?”

But she didn’t let him touch her.

“I want… the spork.”

He froze.

The spork was his only link to the Ash he’d been. It was like his entire identity, and the identities of the other girls with him, depended on that tiny piece of plastic. Letting go of it would start a timer, and within a month the Ash of the pre-apocalypse world would no longer exist. He would be consumed either by Ash Phoenix, if he was on the other side of the wall and in the Spellcraft game system, or by whoever the fuck the Gallantir system made him into.

“No,” he said. “Absolutely not.”

“I just… Mizu and I can check on our parents. We can find them easy. The country doesn’t look any different. We flew over my hometown just a few minutes ago, Ash.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No!” she blurted, wild-eyed. “No, listen. You don’t understand—”

“Help me understand.”

“—my parents are not the sort of people who would meet with a gaijin. They would not accept you, or this, or the other girls. They can never know about you.”

She was so frantic that he believed her.

“I will also look for Tita Rosalia. I owe her my life.”

“Netsu—”

“Ash, please. I will do anything for you, you know this, but she is my sister. And Tita Rosalia is practically a mother to me. Rachel and Zirennia helped with your mother and your father already. You know what family means.”

She hated her family, yet she felt the urge to look in on them and see them safe. It made sense, but at the same time, the spork was his. It belonged to no one else.

“Netsu...”

“I’ll give you anything,” she told him. “When I bring Mizu back you can let her do anything she wants, anything you want, to me.” She draped herself over him and snuggled into the hollow of his throat. She purred, the words sultry and dripping with promise. “I know you want me to be with her, Ash. I’ll do it. She can peg me, and you can do me at the same time. Double penetration, I know you want to. I’ll eat her out while you’re inside her. She can sit on my face and grind her pussy all over my mouth while you fuck me. Ash, we can do all sorts of nasty things together. You just think it up and we’ll do it. You want to tie me up and let her torture me? Make me watch while she fucks you? Shove my face down there close enough to smell? Anything, Ash, anything.”

He did want that. This was his guilty pleasure, right now, considering making the two of them get freaky together. At the same time, he hadn’t let go of the spork since he’d gotten it. It was his anchor to himself, and he couldn’t let go of who he was. No amount of freaky sex shit would justify the loss of his real self.

Finally, he told her, “I… can’t.”

She stepped back from him, her face stony. “I see.”

“I can go with you. I can—” But she was shaking her head. “You must understand—”

She raised a hand. “Say no more. Of course I understand you. Ash is first, and we are only important for use as holes. I would have brought her back, you know. I would have convinced her, told her about the harem emblem. And if that did not work, I would have given her my choker. And she and I would of course have assisted in your triumph over this game system. Now I will do none of those things.”

She stalked off, and like Mizu, did not look back.


26- Pink Anaconda

Ash still called out to Netsu again and again, until she had rounded a corner and was out of sight. She didn’t so much as look back once.

Afterwards, he tried to envision what he might have said or done differently in that discussion that had so thoroughly fucked him. He wanted to accompany her, though that would mean leaving the game stuff to the people least suited to handling it.

And there was no avoiding it. A flashing notification in his new heads up display confirmed that he was indeed supposed to be heading toward the dome for qualifying matches. He opened it and looked.

Combatant! You are hereby called to the highest honor of the new world: a team deathmatch at the Gallantir dome here in Tokyo. Sign up soon for a bonus in your first match!

Smaller script below that gave him a sinister chill:

Failure to sign up will mean conscription into unsanctioned underground matches. You have twenty-four hours.

He ran another eye over the dome. On its surface, a five person team moved out tactically into a lush courtyard, guns up and gliding along the walls or dashing across empty space towards cover. One beret wearing woman then threw out a silvery disk device that scanned through the nearby walls, picking up enemies as reddish silhouettes.

He did not like this place.

A look at his new character sheet didn’t help his mood much.

Phoenix - Commander

Speed - Adequate

Power - Adequate

Adaptability - High

Resilience - Adequate

Aura - High

Basic Skills

Roll of the Dice

Mesmer

Fiery

Advanced Skills

Siren’s Song

Ultimate Skills

From the Ashes

He sighed, not entirely sure what to make of the statistics he now had. Speed, Strength and Resilience were all much lower than he would otherwise like. His best stats didn’t have clear uses. His three lowest were clear in their uses.

Maybe he could kill himself and remake his character.

“Where… where is my inventory?” he snapped. The spork was safely in his backpack, which functioned like a much smaller inventory. His decks of cards were also there, looking very much like they belonged in a collectible card game. He could carry a maximum of two long weapons, a sidearm and a melee weapon.

Okay, he was jumping the gun here. He needed more information on the new system. He knew Gallantir only in the vaguest sense, like work acquaintances had played it, but he had no firsthand experience with it. Had only watched a few matches played, during a couple of parties with those work acquaintances.

Ashley had hated those. They’d successfully attended two of them before she basically forbid him from going to any future ones. Any time one came up she’d seduce him with a long, sloppy blowjob while he was doing dishes or watching TV, and then they’d have sex for just long enough for the matter to be forgotten. Either that, or she’d plan something else for the same day, distract him with the sex, and then claim her thing was on the calendar.

He grinned and cast a glance over at Ashley now, looking cool in clear, pink plastic goggles but also lost and vulnerable.

“Let’s head in,” he told them. They were going to get absolutely crushed.

Evie was the most naively confident of them, and Tinniel seemed annoyed by the need to walk. Ashley and Rachel had identical looks, the way he felt, he thought. Like the bottom was about to drop out.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he told himself. “Check your skills.”

Roll of the Dice (Basic Skill)

Activates at the beginning of any round automatically. Depending on your roll of a simple polyhedral die, you gain the following:

1- +300 nanites for the round

2- a Basic skill from an enemy combatant for this round

3- an Advanced skill from your chosen teammate (specify before the round begins) for this round

4- a random weapon upgrade for this round

5- the location of one enemy combatant is marked on your map for this round

6- +10 energy to begin this round

7- your location is hidden from one enemy combatant’s map for this round

8- All of the above bonuses

If he really was as lucky as that, he would end up getting all of the above bonuses in every match up. The problem was, he thought his Lucky stat counterbalanced his Diamonds skill. Well, all the bonuses seemed good, and that meant he would get a definite bonus, and he could focus on figuring out the best ways to make use of his active skills.

Next.

Mesmer (Basic Skill)

You exude a hypnotic aura.

Spend 5 energy to activate. Duration: 1.5 seconds. Any enemy combatant within 10 meters of you must shake off the Mesmer (1.5 seconds) before attacking you or allies within 10 meters of you.

This did not seem like a good skill, but it was only basic. If he was that close to people, surely he’d have taken a lot of fire by then. He did recall there were grenades that obscured sight. Maybe he would be able to use it through a wall to give a teammate a way to get free of a sticky situation.

He marked this down as mostly useless, and moved on.

Fiery (Basic Skill)

Your inner fire shines forth.

Spend 5 energy to activate. Duration: 5 seconds. You move 10% faster.

Any time an enemy activates a skill targeting you, they lose 5 energy. You gain 10 energy. If you have been targeted by one or more skills while Fiery is active, gain the Advanced skill Dragonsoul.

The Mesmer was clearly a Bard skill, and this one mimicked his Sorcerer abilities, specifically the Blood set. He liked this one more, and the idea of draining their ability energy to replenish his own was good. This was like Boiling Blood and Rejuvenating Aura mixed together. Plus, it would speed him toward using his Advanced skills, which again sounded like a Bard one and a hidden Sorcerer one.

The time limit, though, did not seem great. The first one for just a second and a half, the Fiery one for just five seconds.

So far, he was beginning to get the picture: every second would count, and every bit of energy gained or lost would also count.

Moving on.

Siren’s Song (Advanced Skill)

Your voice paralyzes the enemy.

Spend 20 energy to activate. Duration: 5 seconds. Enemies within 10 meters are slowed by 50%. Enemies within 25 meters are slowed by 25%. The periphery of all enemy combatants within 25 meters is obscured.

Of course Advanced skills sounded much better than Basic Skills. This one seemed pretty great: get close, put it on, and it would allow the rest of his team to target enemies with much greater ease. This one would be great, though he wasn’t sure how to gain energy faster, so he could try spamming this.

The third part about muddying up their peripheral vision was weird too. How much that would matter he had no idea, though he guessed that, like the short time limits on everything else, every bit would prove to be important.

Dragonsoul (Advanced Skill)

The fiery presence of the dragon protects you.

Spend 25 energy to activate. Duration: 8 seconds. A field of intense heat surrounds you, negating all handgun and SMG attacks, 50% of assault rifle and shotgun attacks, and 10% of sniper rifle attacks fired at you.

While active, deal 50 damage to all enemies within 5 meters of you per second.

While active, the wings of the dragonsoul allow you to leap up to 10 meters up, and glide downwards.

Although he was tempted to pump his fist in the air in exultation, Ash forced himself to review this ability twice, then a third time. If he understood it correctly, this would not be an easy thing to activate. He’d need to activate the basic skill first, Fiery, then have someone attempt to use a skill on him just to make this one appear in his list of skills. Following that, he’d have to get another 15 energy after having someone target him with a skill.

He’d need to survive that initial skill use against him. Fiery did not indicate that the enemy losing energy would negate their ability use. It was too much to hope for a Basic Skill to negate a skill used against him, so that was off the table.

After he survived, he’d then have to rack up more energy, and activate just in time for the short range attackers to come at him with small arms fire.

Still, he doubted he would get used to the idea of running headlong into enemy fire and just trusting that his ability would negate all the damage. This was going to be exactly the sort of problem he’d had with Voidform, where he’d need to convince himself it worked in order to use it with any degree of skill.

From the Ashes (Ultimate Skill)

You are reborn to fight again.

Spend 50 or 100 energy to activate upon death. You reappear after 5 seconds, at a random point within 5 meters of your death with 50% or 100% health.

This sounded amazing, sure. Come back to life. What could be the downside to this?

It was only after thinking it over for a minute that he began to see the flaws: what if the majority of combatants weren’t anywhere near his position? Or what if they surrounded him? He was pretty sure stocking up 100 energy would be nearly impossible, so he’d have to expect coming back (if it ever happened) with only half his health, or basically the ability to take a single shot before death.

Ultimate skills, he remembered from watching people play, only showed up once every few rounds of play. If you were doing well, you gained energy. If you were killed quickly, you’d gain energy while waiting for the match to end, and begin the next match with a lot more than others.

Okay, well. He wasn’t sure what he had expected when he’d opened up the menu to get a look at his abilities, but they weren’t as good as he’d hoped.

For now all he could do was pay close attention and learn.

What he knew for certain was that success in this game wasn’t a one man job. You couldn’t march into this five on five match and expect to win on your own, unless you were wildly better than all your opponents. They had their own ability sets and would grow more dangerous while watching the rest of the match conclude, unless you killed all your enemies at about the same time.

Ash wanted to try and fake some optimism, but couldn’t bring himself to muster any. Ashley and Rachel would have an array of cool-sounding abilities as well, but they wouldn’t make either of them good at the game. They certainly wouldn’t make her better than anyone who had been playing this game for months.

Tinniel and Evie both understood and were able to play first person shooters, but if they hadn’t played Gallantir the abilities would take some getting used to.

Unless there were individual death matches, they had no real chance of doing what Kayle Jai wanted.

A holographic projection of a thin, immaculately dressed woman grinned and waved them over. She was two dimensional, but had some depth to her. The projectors were tracking their movement through the large lobby of the dome and compensating, but the uncanny valley still existed.

“Welcome, combatants!” she said. “Are you ready to take your first steps towards ultimate glory?”

“Are we allowed to say no?” he asked.

The projection paused, then grew serious. “Why of course, Ash Phoenix. The war effort does need competent soldiers and pilots to go fight for the glory of earth on the front lines.”

That didn’t sound so bad.

“If you simply give your verbal consent, we will place you in cryostasis for the next four millennia, at which time you’ll be awoken, trained, and ready to meet the enemy!”

And these were the two choices. Well, aside from brutal underground matches. The other person who lit up in the lobby was a trench coat-wearing yakuza fucker with that hair from Japanese animes you’d get for each of the bad boys. The kind of hair that looked like an animal sitting on the man’s head backwards, with its tail frozen in hair grease and half obscuring one eye.

The moment he looked at the guy, the guy lit up, with a marker over his head proclaiming him to be the Tonchiki, Unsanctioned Fight Coordinator. Ash wondered what Tonchiki meant in Japanese, then shrugged it off.

Tonchiki had a fucking toothpick sticking out of his mouth. There was no way they were going with the Unsanctioned Fight Coordinator.

“I guess we’ll take our chances in the battle arena here,” he grumbled.

“Wonderful news!” the holographic projection girl said. “You’ll be assisting AI technology in developing soldiers capable of fighting off the oncoming alien invasion! Using fight data from tens of thousands of fights over decades, the fight computer will have the best of everything: abilities, tactics, weapon efficacy. You’re doing your planet a great service, combatant.”

Ash wasn’t sure this was how the plot of the Gallantir game went, but he wasn’t about to question it. This holographic lady would have no idea what he was talking about anyway.

“Let’s get you suited up and training.”

Ash and the girls were taken into what looked like a shower room, with tiny partitions that wouldn’t stop people from peeping on you if they were serious about their craft, but a futuristic version. It was all in white, with softly glowing halogen lights all around.

“We will need you to register a team name,” the woman said, having floated in with them.

“You want to go with Master of Haremonies?” Ashley asked, and grinned.

“The Dripping Slits?” Evie suggested.

“Ewww! Could you not?” Tinniel blurted, while Ashley and Rachel chortled.

“Typical team names strike fear in the hearts of enemy combatants,” the holographic guide suggested. “Dangerous animals are commonplace, such as The Vipers or Jaguars. Many teams will accent their team names with a striking adjective, such as a color, or an appropriate noun, to give their team a sense of menace or mystery. Scarlet Jaguars. Shadow Vipers.”

“The Pink Anaconda?” Evie mumbled, and set them laughing again.

“Is your mind always in the gutter?” Tinniel demanded.

“The Gutter Minds,” Evie said. “Ooh, Gutter Trash.”

“Stop. Please.”

“Your name suggestions seem to lack an invigorating sense of danger, and—” The guide was cut off when Evie interrupted her.

“The Tramp Stamps,” Evie went on.

“Every one of these is worse than the last,” Tinniel moaned.

“Come on,” Evie said. “You have to admit that one’s good. That one rhymed.”

“I hate it.”

“We’re all wearing slave chokers that proclaim we’re Master’s Pets,” Rachel countered, pointing to hers. “You can’t freely give yourself to Ash whenever he gets an erection and then claim propriety at all ever.”

Tinniel’s face flamed with guilt, and she said nothing. Then, when the steam had almost gone out of the whole thing, she opened her mouth and muttered, “You guys are assholes.”

Reinvigorated, several more nonsense team names poured out, now that Tinniel proved she wasn’t about to stop complaining. Rachel and Ashley got in on the fun, suggesting Thrust Worms, Gummy Clams, The Three Ways, Butt Stuff, Love Juices, Wargasm, and more. They generally ranged from the utterly ridiculous (The Face Sitters) to the innuendo-filled (Massive Stalactite and His Love Caves) to the disgusting (The Donkey Punchers).

At least they were having fun.

“Sirens of the Mist,” Ash said at last.

So they became Sirens of the Mist.

The guide took them through wardrobe next. Tinniel swiftly proclaimed she was doing her own wardrobe, and moved off to the farthest shower stall thing. In an instant, several mock ups of prospective uniforms appeared in front of her, and she swiped between them like the air was her tablet. This worked. The uniform design before her was larger than the others waiting in the wings, and also slowly rotated around. She then pinched and zoomed with her fingers, and slowly spun the hologram, then tapped at different base colors or trim colors.

“You may wish to stay away from bright colors that will make you easy to spot from a distance,” the guide supplied.

Tinniel looked at her white, pink and teal outfit and frowned.

“Fine.”

She made the base color a deeper pink, a rich magenta instead of the bright white. The pink portions now clashed, so she made those a cerulean instead.

Finally, she stepped back and the hologram appeared around her body.

“How do I look?”

The result was something like spec ops chic: a design that was baggy around the legs and shoulders, but extremely tight around the torso. It left her belly button exposed and gave her a hint of cleavage, for no reason Ash could see. Still, it had bandoliers and cargo pouches, for knives or ammo clips.

Overall it was extremely video game, and Ash approved.


27- Oh Fudge

The wardrobe portion of the tutorial took the better part of an hour, mostly because Ashley couldn’t decide on anything. She wasn’t wrong that she looked great in everything: all the different designs were revealing in a way that showed off her considerable assets, and all the suggested colors went well with her hair, eyes and complexion.

Ash, Evie and Rachel had finished off their looks in under five minutes, Ash under three. He went with a pair of camo pants in gray and black, and a sleeveless vest, with a military style beret. Rachel ended up mostly in black, ash, and purple. Evie went with a similar color scheme as Tinniel. And Ashley… took her goddamn time.

“Whatever should we do with our time?” Evie asked, heading up toward Ash with a dangerous twinkle in her eye.

“Well we could hurry Ashley along,” he mused, “or we could maybe play a little.”

In response, Evie turned and began flinging her clothes off. By the time she hit the one booth next to Ashley’s, she was buck naked and grinning over her shoulder at him. She crooked one finger in his direction and beckoned.

“Don’t start without me!” Ashley called, not taking her eyes off the outfit options.

In response, Evie turned and tapped at the first outfit option that appeared. It expanded out, and the hologram enveloped her nude body. The effect was to cover her in a thin layer of light that tracked her movements.

Ash grinned and headed over, then ran his hands over her body. She raised her arms and wriggled her ass into his crotch, and he very much enjoyed staring into the full-length mirror in front of them, watching his hands disappear into the holograph of clothing but really meet smooth skin and supple muscles. He tweaked her nipples and listened to her moan and groan for a minute before allowing his roaming hands to slide lower.

“Master’s pet needs some attention,” she breathed.

“What’s going on out there?” Ashley asked, obviously distracted.

“I’m gonna change your mind,” Evie muttered.

“Oh yeah?” he asked.

“Our team name is going to be Pink Anaconda and the Dripping Slits once I’m done with you.”

“What?” Ashley asked.

“Just finish already! Sheesh,” Evie barked at Ashley.

Of course his roaming encountered no resistance, and slid over bare hip, down to her thatch of hair. She groaned encouragement at him, and when he dipped down further, he found she was indeed already dripping. Or at very least, she was wet for him.

Evie shoved her back against his chest and rolled her ass into his crotch again. He was already getting hard from the pressure and the situation. Rachel and Tinniel might be watching. Knowing Tinniel, she might be allowing Rachel to seduce her… again.

“Ohhh goodness,” Evie purred, and pressed his hand against her mound. She didn’t turn, but instead put one hand against the mirror and fished around behind her, trying to get his cock out of his pants. In the meantime he located her clit and, with fingers drenched in her juices, strummed at it. Lightly at first, then as she bucked and panted, he circled it and rubbed at it harder.

“Gosh,” she whispered, and gave up trying to get him out so he could fuck her. “Gosh gosh gosh.”

Instead she simply held on, while he attacked her clit. She braced herself with another hand at the mirror, and her head hung down. Now her legs were trembling. She still appeared to be clothed in loose fitting cargo pants full of pockets for clips, and short belts for grenades. Except his hand was shoved between her legs and he had his thumb up inside her while two fingers on her clit sent her to heaven.

“Ashhhhhh,” she whined. “Please.”

“Please what?” he asked, bending over and getting hold of her breast again.

“I want you,” she breathed.

“I’m here. You have me.”

“I want you… inside me.”

Into her ear, he breathed, “Tell me you want me to fuck you.”

“I want it,” she said, legs quivering, pussy spasming on his fingers and thumb.

This potty mouth of hers always disappeared as soon as he got her motor running, and he couldn’t tell why. He only knew it made him want to force her to say naughty things again. He was trying to get her to break her habit, for no reason in particular.

“Not good enough,” he said, and squeezed her nipple roughly.

He got a drawn out moan in response.

“Repeat after me,” he said. “Ash, fuck my pussy.”

“Ash… ohhh fudge.”

He chuckled, and worked two fingers into her slick hole, then began pumping them in and out.

“Ohhhh no,” she moaned.

“Hey Eve, come look at this outfit,” Ashley called. “I want an opinion.”

“Answer her,” he breathed.

“A little busy… here,” Evie called back, barely.

“You guys are no help,” Ashley said.

“Ohhhhh fuuuhhhhnnky chicken,” Evie muttered. “Please Ash, please.”

He wanted to tease her more, but also didn’t want to keep himself from what she was begging for. Instead he fished himself out of his pants and replaced his fingers, pushing slowly into her slender body and making her groan loudly. She would’ve, anyway, except that Ash clamped a hand over her mouth and shoved further into her.

Her body was exquisite. Outside of the Spellcraft zone, she was just large enough to take his full length without needing the Supercasanova. That was good, because it no longer worked.

The only thing she could do was keep herself from collapsing against the full length mirror and falling to her knees, while he began to thrust in deep. Ash relished the look of her butt cheeks rippling every time he slapped into them from behind, watching his full length disappear into the clothing over and over again. The hologram glitched out with each thrust and vanished for a good long moment, allowing him to really appreciate the difference in skin tone, and the contrast of her orange hair to her dark brown skin.

She continued to babble incoherent non-curse words throughout, eventually shuddering with orgasm and collapsing against the mirror. He then scooped her up by the thighs, spreading her wide open and hefting her full weight onto the place where he was spearing her.

“Would you look at that,” he murmured.

Now she was on full display, and the juncture of their lovemaking was in view. Lowering his hips a little, he was able to continue plowing her. Only now he could watch her breasts jump and jiggle. She felt incredible, different than before. He was lucky in a way to have his ladies change shape again and again. He had changed as well, now that he was no longer a half orc, half drow.

“You’re so… big,” she panted.

Big enough that she gripped him tightly. Big enough that every thrust was unbelievably good.

“You want me to cum inside you?” he asked. There was no magical protection turning his seed into mana here. There was a very real chance he would get her with child.

“Ohhhhh,” she said. “I want it.”

With a quick motion, he pulled out and spun her around, then lifted her again and pressed her against the mirror. Her ankles automatically wrapped around his hips and she pulled him in for a sloppy kiss.

“Do it,” she whispered. “I want it. I want to be first.”

“First what?” He demanded, trying to hold back now. This was so good, and so wrong, both at the same time, and the naughtiness of it pushed him closer.

“To have your baby,” she told him.

That was all it took. He pulled her bodily up, then slammed her back down and grunted as he unloaded jet after jet up inside her. She kissed him again. Her eyes slowly opened.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

***

The result (when Ashley was finally done) was that they all looked like they’d come straight out of a video game and were ready to kick some serious ass.

They were asked to strip while the clothes were made… 3D printed or just created out of nothing, like magic. But after a very short wait, they had their uniforms, and slipped into them.

“Magnificent,” the guide said. “Let’s get you to the tutorial training grounds.”

This was a short hallway that, after a right turn, let out at a shooting range.

“This is where you will be trained in the basic weapons of Gallantir. There are seven main types: melee, pistols, SMGs, shotguns, assault rifles, sniper rifles and heavy weapons. These have various different attributes, and each category has several models to choose from with their own specific attribute tweaks. However, these distinctions are important.

“One, melee weapons. These obviously only deal damage at extremely close range, though they can be thrown or launched with certain abilities. The main advantage is stealth: melee weapons make no sound when attacking. All firearms make noise, and alert your enemies to your location.”

She gestured to a holographic panel with everything from hand-length needles for throwing to body-length katana-style anime swords.

“The second advantage is cutting through shielding. Shielding is crated specifically to diffuse kinetic impact at high speed. No melee weapons move fast enough to trigger shielding.

“The third advantage is speed. Your speed will gain a bonus when wielding a melee weapon. You are all equipped with a standard survival knife.” The survival knife flashed with a yellow aura. “This will be your automatic default weapon if you ever run out of ammunition in all other weapons.”

A series of handguns appeared now, all different sizes and variable amounts of sleekness, though one thing was common: none of these pistols had ever existed on the earth Ash had come from. These were all a little boxier, and most had a little extra.

“Two, pistols. These are semi-automatic one-hand weapons that may be fired double-handed for additional damage. Though they have the worst accuracy at long range and the second worst range ratings, they have a similar advantage to melee weapons in giving you a faster movement speed. The smaller the pistol, the higher your speed.”

She went through submachine guns (SMGs), which had the poorest accuracy but the highest fire rate. At closer range they were all but guaranteed to connect with at least one of the thirty to fifty shots they could pack into a single clip.

She followed this up with assault rifles, which were much heavier than SMGs and would reduce move speed. However, the assault rifle had a lot of capabilities. One, you could load a grenade launcher onto some of them for even more weight. Two, the accuracy at range was better, due to scopes and longer rifle barrels. Three, and probably the most interesting, some ammunition could punch through barricades and walls, so you could blast your way through the map. It wasn’t a fast process, but it could be done, especially if buildings or barricades were weak.

“If you spy cracks in the walls, these are places where you could make a door,” the guide suggested.

Shotguns had the same movement speed as SMGs (no bonus or reduction), and were capable of extremely high damage over a large area, but the range of that accuracy was the lowest. Like assault rifles, you could punch through certain walls with a shotgun. The biggest drawback of some shotguns was the ammo capacity. While pistols could hold generally nine shots, most of the shotguns maxed out at two or three shots before a lengthy reload.

Sniper rifles were the last regular guns, and these came in four different types, from small and light, to bulky but quite futuristic. You could hardly move with a sniper rifle at all, because the sights could be completely wrecked by fast movement. Still, the guide said, some combatants ignored this problem and simply used the sniper rifle as a lighter assault rifle.

“Many combatants, however, will go with a light, high move speed weapon for a portion of the match, until they reach a perch where they will set up the rifle. While stationary, the sniper rifle has supreme range and accuracy, and can carry up to seven rounds at a time, making it a devastating choice for tactical stealth kills.”

Everyone turned to Evie, who grinned and rubbed the back of her neck, half in pride and half in embarrassment. “I guess we know who our sniper is, huh?”

The seventh type of weapons were heavy weapons: essentially machine guns you weren’t supposed to operate by yourself. Once upon a time these things had been belt fed and could mow down entire companies of infantry given bad orders. There were two of these, along with one rocket launcher and one grenade launcher.

Most obvious with heavy weapons was the hefty speed reduction, but these had the most wall destruction capabilities. The rocket launcher and grenade launcher both needed to be reloaded after a single shot, though they had area of effect damage you couldn’t really get anywhere else. Accuracy wasn’t really important when you could kill an opponent with a blast that landed within several meters of his location.

The goal of the firing range was quite simple: hit the targets with all the different weapons. Try out all the different weapons and get used to them. Graduate from the stationary target zone to the next zone, where targets would pop up randomly, and some of these would be friendly targets, so hitting them was a no-no. From there, follow the holographic instructor as she moved through the simulated combat zone, and blast any target that appeared, close or far.

“You will have days here to practice marksmanship and response time before moving on to ability training and tactical simulations,” the guide said. “These rounds and targets are not physical objects, but your uniforms are built to recognize and simulate the pain of being shot. The restrictions that come with wounds will also come into play, as your uniforms will slow your movements or make limbs useless.”

“Even the melee weapons?” Rachel asked.

The guide nodded. “All of the weapons here are smart weapons. The blades are composed of nanites and will soften on impact, but they are instructed to communicate with your uniforms and register damage, pain, and battle restrictions.”

Translation: though you can’t kill your teammates, don’t shoot one another.

They got down to work.


28- Training Days

Ash entered a state of absolute concentration during this weapons training time, forgetting that he had a team, forgetting that he had a mission. He tried out recoil compensation in two different styles, including air vents that blew backward against the force of the bullet speeding out of the barrel, and a sort of light exoskeleton which strapped to his body and held the heavier weapons for him, on a strange sort of mechanical arm.

The largest heavy weapon was basically a Gatling gun, held out to the side and swept back and forth, spraying thousands upon thousands of rounds and shredding everything out in front of you. With the exoskeleton, the thing was lighter and more maneuverable, but still not nearly as fast as pistols or most of the SMGs. Also the exoskeleton wouldn’t let him pivot side to side very much. Meaning he would be able to see targets in his periphery but not react quickly enough to mow them down with his impressive heavy weapon.

Likewise the rocket launcher and grenade launcher were fun, but far from precise. They might have their uses.

No, he rather liked having assault rifle stock tucked against his shoulder, swinging it back and forth as he entered a room, mowing down targets with short, precise bursts. He liked the way he could shift between a longer range sight and just pointing the gun forward.

Though to be fair he did enjoy blasting apart the targets with an SMG. One of these looked a lot like the MP5, and was halfway between an assault rifle and SMG. This claimed to make him a faster runner than he would be with an assault rifle equipped, but he couldn’t really feel it. He could, however, tell the range to accuracy difference between them very clearly.

More than either the assault rifle or SMG, the ability to throw a target away from you with a shotgun was really fun. He knew he shouldn’t relish launching opponents away from him, but it was awesome. Maybe he could sow discord by throwing one dead enemy into their friend and knocking them aside, or bowling them over. Yes, shotguns were great.

And handguns. Oh, handguns. Here was where he really felt the speed difference. He could trudge through the practice course, hitting this and that target (they came out of different places on different, successive tries) in about two or two and a half minutes with an assault rifle or SMG, and longer with the shotgun because of reload times. But with a pistol, or a pair of pistols, he managed a finish at under two minutes.

On the third day, when he’d had a good long while with all the guns on the standard range, the second range, and then the randomized course, he summoned the guide.

“What are good times for these courses, anyway?” he asked.

She waved over toward where Evie was pivoting between different pop up targets in the second course. “Times will of course vary by weapon type. It is impossible to finish the course at all with the rocket launcher, and nearly impossible to finish in under five minutes with the grenade launcher.”

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I’m talking about.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” she said. “Typical times for handguns, SMGs, and assault rifles are typically satisfactory at or under three minutes and ten seconds.”

He stared at her. That was his typical time running the course with a shotgun. “Under… three minutes?”

She nodded. “And under three and a half minutes for shotguns.”

That was the nail in the coffin. The feeling of amazement welled up, followed by pride, then disbelief, and finally the pride edged out the disbelief. He might be shitty at 3D environment first person shooter games, but this wasn’t a first person shooter game, this was a full immersion, real life combat simulation.

He’d been thinking about this all wrong.

“At the end of the day tomorrow we will move you into the virtual tactical simulations and ability training.”

He blinked several times, trying to chase the confusion away and replace it with a little hope. He had come out here to accomplish a goal and that might now be possible.

What he found over the course of several days of training with all these weapons was he enjoyed it. Oh, he had now confirmed that he was proficient. Better, he was a damn good shot. Best, he had good instincts about where targets would pop up, and had excellent reflexes. His stats… were wrong? He wanted to ask about them, but the guide seemed to have no idea what he was talking about.

They trained hard for five straight days, with only a few meal breaks in between at a well-stocked cafeteria inside the dome. Guide offered them a dormitory room in the building, but Ash politely refused, telling her that the ship was like a mobile hotel suite. They staggered out to the Wind Runner each night with the cool spring evenings creeping toward chilly, but fragrant with the scents of flowers wafting off the dome’s expansive grounds. Mostly he could do nothing aside from train and eat, review the results of his range and training course attempts, and look over how the girls were doing.

Tinniel hadn’t been lying when she said she was pretty good at FPS games. Somehow, even though his lack of skill in the game didn’t translate across to real life, her skill in the game did. He was pleased to see her holding an assault rifle before her like a fucking commando, cute blonde hair shaved on one side majestically wafting in the breeze created by the recoil compensation, and piercings glittering.

Even with boots unlaced and her outfit half military and half cutesy chic, she managed to come across as a stone-cold killer. She occasionally took too long with some targets or failed to turn fast enough to recognize targets behind her, but that was all right. That could be taught.

Ashley and Rachel, however, were… not great. As advertised, they had bad accuracy, bad reflexes, didn’t take advantage of their speed, didn’t swap out weapons, didn’t employ grenades on the course, shot friendly targets, and in general just weren’t great. Although Rachel had come a long way from zero, she still was nowhere near Evie or Tinniel’s baseline from days ago.

Ashley though… Ashley flinched before squeezing the trigger. Recoil compensation didn’t correct this, and neither did huge ear phones. She knew the shot was coming and inevitably closed her eyes before taking it.

He didn’t want to call her hopeless, but he had no idea what else to label the situation. She was flat out terrible and he was really regretting the loss of first Mizu and then Netsu.

On the screen, Evie was sprinting through the course, tearing apart this and that target the moment it appeared. She was using two handguns, but had the sniper rifle in a case strapped to her back.

“How is she doing?” he asked. The revelation the day before that he was actually not as terrible as he assumed had given him leave to take a pause and have a look at how the others were progressing.

“Your team member Evie has excellent instincts, excellent reflexes, and impeccable aim.”

He’d assumed as much; none of what she was saying was new.

“However, she has no trouble casually in tagging the friendly targets.”

On the screen, Evie took aim and destroyed three more in rapid succession, followed by a fourth and fifth, before rolling on one shoulder while reloading her first pistol, and then the other. Two of the four targets had been the wrong color.

“As you can see, anything that moves is treated as an enemy as far as Evie is concerned.”

“Huh,” he said. He had the reflexes to handle not firing on the friendly targets. “And that is… bad?”

“Friendly fire rules exist in this system,” the guide told him. “You will find losses come more quickly when you do the work of the enemy combatants for them.”

The conversation with Evie didn’t go as well as he’d have liked.

“What do you mean? It moves, I shoot it,” she said.

“Some of the things that are moving will be us,” he said. “You want to shoot me?”

She shrugged. “You’re in front of me, you get shot. I guess put me in front?”

“That’s… not… going to work.”

“Don’t know what the fuck to tell ya,” she said.

“How about this?” he asked. “How about we put a no-sex punishment on this. Each time you really mess this up, you have to watch Ashley and I or Rachel and I, and you can’t get involved.”

“That’s low, Ash.”

“By ‘low’ do you mean ‘effective?’ Because that’s what I’m shooting for.”

“And what if I avoid shooting all the friendly targets, then? Do I get a reward?”

“You get the reward you want,” he told her.

She thrust a finger up at his nose, eyes narrowed in challenge. “I don’t know if you know this, but I have fantasies. Shake on this shit, right fucking now.”

He shook her hand.

***

Teamwork and ability training was essentially a holographic version of what the team would be expected to do in the dome for actual matches.

“The new season is just beginning in a few days’ time,” the holographic woman said. “You will only have five days more training before battles begin. I have the highlight reels of matches that have been relayed to your tour bus. I have viewing rooms as well, if you prefer.”

Ash thanked the hologram and they headed out for the bus.

Seffie had morphed back into a version of her former self, like Aria had done, and along with Aria, they had traveled into the city to do some shopping.

Still, Aria wasn’t handling the situation well. The moment her eyes fell on Ash, still in his early twenties and still buff and perfect, her hands flew up to her face and she disappeared down to the lower level.

“She’s not handling this well, is she?” Ash asked.

Seffie, who was a near-future version of the real earth version of herself, shook her head. She was wearing a dress version of overalls, streaked with hand painted blobs of color, and decorated with rhinestones. She was also covered with the most vibrant tattoos imaginable: Dr. Seuss characters, comic superheroes, butterflies that looked to have been dreamed up on acid trips, anime and comic characters from pop culture, and they only stopped at her face. Seriously, intensely violet octopus tentacles writhed on one side of her neck, while a splash of neon pink lit up her throat, and he didn’t even know what else on the other side of her neck. He’d barely stopped staring at her full sleeves, picking out all the cartoon dogs, cats, rabbits, and guys or girls. She was also all of eighteen or nineteen years old, and just about a meter and a half as a human. She only came up to his chest now.

The result was that the girls kept her as their mascot. They crowded around her, asking her where she’d been what she’d been shopping for, and whether she found any interesting people ore places.

Ash first headed below decks.

“Aria?”

“Stay… away!” came the call from the front leisure room. It was full of beanbag chairs, to keep the lack of headroom minimized. The ceiling was only about Seffie’s height.

“I just want to talk a bit,” he called.

“Don’t come in here!”

She’d been crying.

“Hey,” he said gently, and headed into the room. “Hey. We’re not staying here, okay?” When he didn’t spot her at first, he figured she might be behind the bookshelves. These were stocked with media—books, video library discs, TV library discs, and video game libraries, each one stocked with thousands of titles—and the shelves could be slid aside to reveal a second set of similarly stocked shelves. But she hadn’t hidden herself back there; instead, she’d retreated to the nearest corner of the room and stocked up beanbags against herself.

“As soon as we deal with this system we’re gone, okay?” he told the mountain of beanbags.

She didn’t reply.

“Okay then, good talk.” Maybe Ashley could talk to her… or better yet, Rachel. She seemed to be submissive only when it came to him, and dominant with everyone else. Yes, Rachel would sort her out. He retreated from this mess, spoke with Rachel privately, definitely didn’t involve Ashley in any way, shape or form, and tried to focus on the task at hand.

Back in his large bedroom and study, he accessed the recordings. He knew what he was about to see, but had to confirm it, and maybe find some specific bits to help the girls.

First, it was far too much for any one person to watch in their lifetime. He’d need to filter it all out. Luckily, the first ten minutes gave him an overview of the contents that had been uploaded to the ship’s content library.

He was able to get through a lot of content before having the ladies come busting in on him.

“Guess whaaaaaaaat, fucker?” Evie called out in singsong.

“She did it!” Ashley blurted, beaming a huge smile. “You already lost your bet!”

“What?” Ash asked.

“She hit all the enemy targets in the course, and didn’t shoot any of the friendly targets!” Ashley went on.

“Could you maybe let me do this part?” Evie asked.

Ashley ducked her head. Her embarrassment, her lack of surety, and her overall unfamiliarity with all the game stuff were endearing. Ash loved that she’d been taken down a peg or seven. The old arrogant Ashley had been devoured by this apocalypse, and it was one of the main reasons he never wanted the old earth back. This, the magic, and the wide range of women he’d been allowed to seduce with hardly any consequence.

“Great job,” he said, but he must not have sounded sincere enough, because Evie flung herself on him.

“Aaaaaaaasssshhhh,” she continued her singsong voice. “We had a deeeeeeaaaaalllll!”

“I know,” he said. “But we only have a few days before we’re going to be fighting for our lives.” He was pretty sure this wasn’t the case, but not a hundred percent. “We need to be ready. Now, you guys come here and plunk your asses down. Watch this.”

“When will I get all my fantasies made a reality?”

“We’ll start with one fantasy, and then we’ll maybe consider a second one if you can continue to excel in not shooting your teammates. How’s that sound?”

“Fine! When?”

“After our first actual match,” he said.

“Ugh, fine.” Evie wriggled in his lap until she was seated in the space made by his crossed legs.

And they promptly lost themselves in the recordings.

The way teams moved was hypnotic, like watching water flow through a river around stones and down waterfalls. Or like watching fire crackle and the individual flames appear, then disappear in an instant. One moment someone was there, another moment they’d darted back the way they’d come, or blasted a hole through a wall to ambush or intercept an enemy combatant.

The skills on display were also amazing. Some of them could teleport short distances back to where they had dropped a token. Some could throw out a drone that lit up portions of the map for the rest of their team, or shoot an arrow that would illuminate a section of the map so that hidden enemies would be revealed. Others could plant spheres of obfuscation, dart quickly this way and that, launch themselves into the air, set tripwires and traps, and set sentry drones to murder the unsuspecting.

Ash marveled at all the skills on display. He watched a team so concentrating on eliminating a sentry gun that they neglected to watch for their human opponents. Another person phased through a wall but was promptly killed by a sniper lying in wait. A woman was surrounded by a ball of spikes and knives, which deflected a series of shots coming at her, only to set off a tripwire that blew her up.

“This… this is what we’ll be doing?” Ashley asked, bewildered.

Ash swore internally.


Interlude V- Twenty-Four Full Hours

Shaking his head back and forth, Omega made sure it looked like he was reveling in the champagne shower. This was after a full twenty-four hours of racing. He was sweaty, achy, and tired. Now, he was also soaked from head to toe in champagne, which was sure to grow sticky.

He’d also, and this was strange, started to think of his car as ‘she.’ He hadn’t been much for giving pronouns to inanimate objects before, but it made a certain amount of sense; he’d been inside her all day, after all, getting her revved up and hot before pushing her over the finish line.

A grin came easy for him as he spotted Daisy Fairchild in the crowd. She’d taken off her racing helmet and was shaking out her hair, which cascaded down her back in brown waves. At this distance he couldn’t see the sweat, the matted hair, or the exhaustion etched into her features, so she simply appeared stunning.

She also winked at him before disappearing into the throngs of well-wishers and fans.

That woman. He continued to smile, thinking of all the times she’d sworn him off, only to come crawling back to him the next time. After they’d gotten down and dirty in the hotel bathroom, she pulled him into a coat check room, paid the girl on duty to leave (or watch if she really wanted) and had him rearrange her internal organs up against the wall in there. When he left her insensate on the floor of the coat check, she’d called him cursing him out, vowing to ruin his image and tell the tabloids all about the dalliances he’d gotten up to.

She hadn’t followed through then.

Next, she’d somehow found which suite he was in and special delivered herself to him wearing nothing but a peacoat, as an apology. So he’d forced her to take a little stroll around the hotel in nothing but that and her shoes, while he periodically stuck his hand between her legs. She had several good orgasms before finally declaring that she couldn’t wait to get back to the hotel. So he’d taken her in a dark alleyway. They’d been caught, too, by several cheering drunk kids.

It was so humiliating that she’d cursed him out again, with her colorful American slang, calling him all kinds of names before disappearing with tears running down her face.

The next time he’d gotten to see her, it was in her racing overalls. She’d gotten a tour of the Omega team workshop by batting her eyelashes at one of his security people.

When he fired the security guard on the spot and endured another cursing out, he ordered everyone out, then immediately found her naked under her overalls and begging to fuck him.

This time he left her with a sore ass, both externally and internally, and zipped her back into her overalls before dumping her outside the workshop.

She had some choice things to say about that over a voicemail. She’d chop off his balls. She’d call his mother and tell her all about how he treated women. She would post photos and videos of him on social media and ruin his career.

Except she didn’t have those videos, his mother was in the Gallantir system area in Sri Lanka, and thought of her son as a hero anyway. As for social media, several girls had already leaked videos of his prodigious size online. The only outcome of that situation had been a boosting of his reputation and several enraged parents calling their little girls to find out why they were whoring themselves out and making videos of it.

He was literally bulletproof, and both he and Daisy knew it.

She turned into a completely different person after he slid his spent cock out of her. Maybe she just needed to take a mold of his entire length, get it made into a big old dildo, and walk around with him inside her all the time.

The thought made him grin again.

Siya bathed with him after they got out of the spotlight and before the interviews. She lathered him up, rinsed him off, and then inquired silently whether he wanted to be sucked off.

He did, so he guided his cock to her parted lips. She got right to work.

Ten minutes later she was leaning over, hands gripping the towel rack, while he fed more and more of his length into her. She threw her head back and sighed in relief.

“We can’t take long,” she said after another few minutes. “The interviews… ugh!”

Next, he had her up on the sink, legs spread, and he let himself go after only a good ten minutes of basking in the feel of her velvety confines. She sank to her knees and took his full load on her face. He almost felt bad about doing so. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to orgasm on a woman’s face—he did that all the time—it was that he would feel bad to trap her in a crystal like that Callie woman.

Thirty seconds later, it became clear she wasn’t changing. This was good, because he really enjoyed having her as his assistant.

Hm. No… he understood again, from the way Siya submitted to him, that he would have to use a partner from this game system. She had to originate in the racing game system area, or it wouldn’t work.

After Daisy at the Grand Prix party, he had indeed returned to the foursome, found one of the girls gone, and had thoroughly sated himself on the Scandinavian and the African girls, with Siya whispering encouragement. Although the African girl had been injured, which surprised him, the Scandinavian girl had stuck around the next morning, rode him to another few shouted orgasms, and returned another time after.

It would have to be her or Daisy, and he knew who he preferred.

***

“Yer a real piece of work, you know that?” Daisy asked. “The hell are we even doing here?”

Despite the scowl on her face and the crossed arms attempting to cover her considerable tits, she still looked stunning. She’d done her hair again, this time with a jeweled hair clip.

“You’re here to apologize, is that it? Oh, Daisy, I’m sorry for treating you like shit all those times. You’re a gorgeous woman who knows her worth and deserves better, but I kept fucking and running, and I’m really sorry. I’ll treat you like the princess you are, rather than leaving you in a fucking alley with… covered in… never mind. The gist is you’re sorry and you want me back. Is that an accurate summary?”

Her makeup was a bit much, like American girls sometimes did. And her dress… wow. He wondered how long the strapless, indigo, hip hugger dress had taken to pick out, or how much it cost.

Around him, polite conversation went on, creating a pleasant low hum, and the waves lapped against the shoreline just a few meters away. Dim lights and candles on the table created a mood for sultry romance, not heartfelt apologies.

He just smiled.

“Jeeeeezus, you’re such a prick,” she muttered. “I don’t even know why I agreed to this meeting.”

All the time and effort told a very different story to her facial expression and words.

He knew why she agreed to it, and the answer was sitting between his legs, ready and waiting for its opportunity to strike.

“Your prime rib is getting cold,” he told her.

“Oh, right, yeah, the expensive dinner.” She took up her fork and knife, and began sawing through the mountain of meat. “I suppose the food isn’t to blame for you being a prick.”

He leaned forward, and noticed how she held her breath, and stopped cutting.

“If you want it, all you have to do is ask,” he told her quietly.

She made an exaggerated face. “Pssshhh, yeah, right. As if I would… as if I had any feelings, and… I would… say that.”

She ate aggressively, as if the medium rare beef was Omega and she could just carve him up and eat him piece by piece. He let the silence stretch out, and had the remainder of his food. The French, as usual, had come up with something perfect. He’d taken the waiter’s recommendation and had just finished his aged tenderloin, asparagus, and wild rice.

“Just ask,” he told her, “and ye shall receive.”

“Oh that’s funny,” she said around a mouthful of meat. “Like I would ever…” She ate more rather than finish that sentence.

He drank, and she ate, and for many minutes, he lapped up the awkwardness. It was so deliciously awkward. Here was a woman he had owned: every hole had been full of him and his seed. Acting like she was entitled to some dignity or monogamy when she’d blown him on her knees in a hotel bathroom, taken him up the ass in a coat room, and demanded he fuck her in a dingy alley.

“You really are a prick,” she told him quietly.

“I’m sorry you think so.”

“I don’t need this, you know? I ain’t a high-priced call girl.” She went to say more, but nothing came out. What would she say? She just needed to be treated right? She wanted someone who would claim to love her?

They finished dinner, after more accusatory expressions and .

“Is that it?” She demanded.

“What is it you require?”

Her mouth hung open for a moment before snapping closed. “Just… walk me home.”

On the walk home, she held his arm and sobbed. Her too-much makeup smeared, again, but she eventually got her shit together.

“I’m pregnant,” she told him.

“Congratulations,” he said.

“The baby is yours, you know.” She started crying again, telling him in between heaving sobs that she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t be a race car driver with a baby in her belly. It just wasn’t healthy for the baby. She was going to end up divorced and penniless with a child in her belly at twenty-two years old.

When they reached her hotel, she turned to him.

“Well… goodbye then.”

He said nothing, and she stared at him, expecting some kind of answer. When he didn’t give one, she pulled meekly on one of his hands.

“Come on,” she said quietly.

She was pathetic. This whole game world was pathetic. And his time in this old Europe with its nonsense old world non-flying cars was over.

So this time he really gave her his all. He pounded her in the entryway area, he took her over to the living area and bent her over the arm of the plush leather sofa, and railed her for a good thirty minutes. From there it was off to the bedroom, where he knew she wouldn’t remain a human if he came. So he didn’t, and in his oversexed situation it wasn’t difficult to restrain himself.

Afterwards he took her anally once again, making her scream and thrash, and orgasm. Over and over again, in every position imaginable. She was flexible and could handle being in wheelbarrow position, on her shoulders with him driving downward over and over again, with her knees up to her ears.

He gave and gave and gave her pleasure, along with some pain, until the wee hours of the morning became the softly glowing dawn hours of morning. Omega didn’t need rest, he only needed lubricant, and she had that in her hotel room, in abundance.

Finally, as the sun peeked up over the horizon through a huge floor to ceiling window, the sky softened up to indigo, he roared and gave her the last load he would ever supply.

She vanished. And, like before, she manifested as another crystal, diamond in shape and glowing softly from within. If he squinted directly into the light it provided, he could imagine she was in there, a tiny figure with her hands against the interior of her prison.

Europe sported Gallantir domes by the time he’d dressed and left, and cars flew through the sky on turquoise and magenta glowing energy.


29- Everyone’s First Trial

Ash understood a few things on their first disastrous practice run: one, his abilities weren’t timed low. Rounds were frantic things and could be over in under thirty seconds. There were twelve rounds, and the team with more winning rounds got to advance. Meaning you could end up dying in each of those twelve rounds and it was no big deal.

What would happen to his pile of around forty Full Revives? Ash had no idea. But they had to move forward. Kayle Jai was clear on that much. Staying in the Spellcraft system was going to do them no good whatsoever.

“Your first team practice run should not give you undue distress!” the holographic guide called from seemingly everywhere around them. “Everyone’s first trial is a loss, and a serious challenge!”

“You’re not inspiring confidence!” Evie called back.

“But fear not! All improve.”

“Do they really?” Tinniel asked. “Or do some teams flush out immediately?”

He stood at the edge of a massive, empty white room, which was soon abuzz with movement. Boxes materialized out of nothing, as did other more organic shapes. Walls and a ceiling soon enclosed them, though he could see places with sky and open air. The corridors were soon filling in with dirt, rust, and ambitious plants attempting to force their way in where they weren’t wanted. Exhaust vents crowded with tenacious greenery and a few flowers.

Right now he was in a fake industrial wasteland growing with weeds, and curiously smell-free.

“The zone is constructed with two or three ideal locations for a crypto surge to be planted. This is a near-indestructible device that must be manually activated, first by planting it into the ground or a reinforced surface. Once a crypto surge is planted by the attacking team, there is a very short window of time for a defending team to disarm it and remove it.”

On an overhead minimap, two locations flashed to life in yellow. These were Alpha, Beta and Gamma sites, where the crypto surge could be planted. An object materialized in his hand, the size of two cans of soda stacked on top of one another, though it looked more like a lightsaber than anything else.

“You will be playing as the attacking team,” the guide voice went on. “This map has three crypto surge locations. Typically the advantage goes to the defending team, but the use of abilities and your choices of armaments will mean the difference between a win and a loss. These are the team spawn zones. At the beginning of any given round you will respawn here.” Again the mini-map flashed, this time blue and red. Five blue circles stood near one another in the blue zone, denoting Ash and the girls. Five red circles also flashed to life in the red zone, but then disappeared.

“The round ends when one of the following conditions is met. One, if the crypto surge is planted and activated, and the defending team fails to deactivate it. Two, if all combatants on one side are eliminated.”

“Seems simple enough,” he said.

“Your team gains nanites as a currency,” the guide went on. “Nanites can be converted into weapons, shields, and energy points to activate abilities. Kills generate nanites, and planting a crypto surge generates nanites for your whole team. Defusing a crypto surge will likewise generate nanites.

“Lastly, the will to continue fighting will generate nanites. The further behind your team gets, the more nanites are generated after a loss.”

“The winners just get to be smug about their wins,” Evie muttered.

“And they get the currency for the kills and wins,” Rachel added.

“The round begins with a purchase phase of ten seconds. The weapons you have trained with all have a nanite cost and will manifest on your person once purchased.”

In the silence that reigned, Ash wondered if the guide voice was racking her brain for yet more rules and regulations to throw at them. It was already a lot, though he had a good idea of what was coming. He’d heard of whole Gallantir thing though. He couldn’t remember where. That probably should’ve bothered him, but he was too busy worrying about this mission to save the world.

“We will begin with a purchase phase now,” the guide said.

Immediately in his field of vision, a window appeared with drop-downs for each of the types of weapons they’d been training with. These all had variable costs, and it was clear that stronger weapons were only going to come after a number of rounds of play, and saving up nanites.

He also noted two other categories: shields and energy. The first only included light and heavy shielding, while the second cost him a hundred nanites for a single energy point. Light shielding cost 1000, heavy shielding 2500, and he only started with 500.

Roll of the Dice requires you to specify a teammate, in the event you roll a 3 or 8.

-EV

-Lynx

-Tinniel

-Vixen

It didn’t surprise him that Ashley had chosen a name like Vixen, nor did it surprise him that Rachel went with a kitty name like Lynx. Both were good names and he approved.

Evie had the sniper, defensive style character with drones, sentry bots and nanite tripwires, while he was supposed to help assist a fast run-and-gunner. Tinniel also had abilities to help her locate enemy units and mess up their ability to target Rachel and Ashley. Ashley and Rachel had abilities to surge out, move quickly and unexpectedly, and cause chaos at the vanguard.

With Evie and Tinniel the competent ones in the team, he chose Ashley. She, of all of them, was least likely to do her job well. He tapped on the name Vixen.

Roll of the Dice has automatically activated. You have rolled an 8! Critical success! You gain the following benefits:

*+300 credits for the round

*Basic skill from an enemy combatant for this round: You have gained Bum Rush.

*an Advanced skill from Vixen: You have gained Bomb Rush.

*a random weapon upgrade for this round

*the location of one enemy combatant is marked on your map for this round

*+10 energy to begin this round

*your location is hidden from one enemy combatant’s map for this round

He now had, and this was pretty cool: Bum Rush, which let him surge out really quickly in a straight line (including at an angle), costing 5 energy, and Bomb Rush. For 20 energy, this insane skill allowed him to produce a tiny robot that popped out some wheels before it hit the ground, and would explode at the end of its 15-20 meter dash, or if it got shot. The explosion sent out some smoke too, obscuring vision over a large area.

He liked that Ashley’s skill took less energy, but still wondered if he could make Dragonsoul appear, then work.

Next, an enemy location appeared on his map, but was only a reddish outline of a person. He didn’t expect more intel than that, though it would’ve been awesome.

Lastly, he had started with 15 energy instead of 5, and had no complaints about that. He could buy more.

“Oh shit,” he muttered.

He almost forgot to buy stuff. He’d jumped from 500 to 800 nanite bucks, yet that still wasn’t enough to buy shielding. Still, he could buy the handgun he preferred over the others, the automatic pistol handgun he hadn’t really liked, or a cheapest SMG. Everything else was still too expensive.

Selecting the handgun he preferred, he sank the 250 nanites into it and replaced the standard issue handgun with the upgrade. Another 50 nanites gave him five full extra clips. Maybe that was overdoing it.

Nah. The 300 nanites were only good for this round as it was, so he needed to buy them. He considered buying more energy—

“Uh, they’re on the move,” he said, noting that the red figure in the distance was already running toward the center of the map, or crypto surge site B. The gun literally materialized in his hand out of nothing. The grip pushed his fingers outwards just a touch, and soon he was holding the exact model he’d been training with for the last week or so.

“We can move?” Rachel blurted.

“Apparently,” Evie said, and grabbed Ashley.

You have the crypto surge, the game told him, and the thing appeared in his inventory.

They’d discussed tactics before this farce, and it was agreed that one of their experienced members would tow along the less experienced member. For now, Ash would act alone. After their first couple of rounds to get a feel for how this went, he might stick with one pair or the other.

A glance at his mini-map showed Tinniel and Rachel directly behind him. The reddish figure had entered the short hallway to site B and had stopped. They peeked out several times before rushing up into site B.

Evie’s voice came over the coms. “We’re seeing a dome in front of the A entrance. Obscuring the—”

She cut off as the sound of semi-automatic gunfire filled the air. It came distantly, and also closer in. They were attacking already? Ash couldn’t see anyone to shoot at.

Fuck it. He activated Fiery and hoped that they tried using abilities on him. Then he activated Bum Rush and went flying through the hallway and into the site B area, well ahead of Tinniel and Rachel.

The room itself was open to the sky, a large square place stacked haphazardly with a number of crates. The walls also had access to a large open window that had been broken out, making it an ideal sniper position for the defensive team. Another side was overgrown with ivy and bushes.

His man was behind the mountain of crates in the middle, about to peek out. Ash swung wide and got his gun up, but only managed to wing the guy. His target vanished, and reappeared in another part of the map.

A teleport power, already?

Maybe it was a good time to plant the crypto—

In his periphery, he noted movement, and dove for cover. A huge explosion ripped apart the place where he’d just been standing, and dealt him half his health in one attack. He was also deafened.

Fiery has drained 5 energy from your enemy. You have gained 10 energy! Dragonsoul has appeared on your skills list.

All this had taken place in under fifteen seconds. He sprang up and fired several more rounds at the returning figure who was always on his mini-map.

This was why he hated these games: you could be running and suddenly you were just dead. No real good way to know what had happened or where you’d made your mistake.

He activated Bomb Rush, and marveled at the orb that appeared in his hand. It beeped several times and sprouted little wheels, then went “Explosive armed!”

He tossed it away, and it went rolling towards the guy who’d teleported away.

In his periphery, he also noted that Evie and Ashley were already lost. Whatever the enemy had going on over at site A, it was enough to take them out in seconds.

An arrow flew out over his head, one of the abilities he’d seen Tinniel use, and it flashed with a blanketing blue pulse of light. Suddenly the one red figure he could see on his mini-map had become three. One of them was up in the sniper perch and was periodically peeking out from cover. The other one was just on the other side of this crate mountain.

Fuck. He rolled out and fired just as the enemy appeared. He caught them in the chest twice, killing them, but they hadn’t been tracking him. No, the woman he’d just eliminated got off her shot, and he saw that Tinniel had joined Rachel, Evie and Ashley. Four of them down in under a minute.

His rolling bomb exploded, and the only thing that managed to do was keep the teleporting guy back away from him; it didn’t actually net him a second kill. The sniper kept ducking back to safety and peeking out, then dashed across the hallway and jumped out through the window. If he’d been in a different place, he’d have popped her right in the head. Instead, he squeezed off a shot and turned to assess what might be going on behind him. He never got the chance.

He was dead.

***

“This was your first round,” the guide said. “Normally there is a one minute break in between rounds to allow for combatants to confer, change their play strategy, and agree on tactics for the coming round. Instead, please take all the time you need to review the logs and discuss what needs discussing.”

Now, in the replay, he’d see that the two enemy combatants who took care of Evie and Ashley had come around in behind the same hall he, Tinniel and Rachel had used. The sniper was just a distraction to keep him focused on her and the guy he’d been able to track, and it had worked. He couldn’t watch everywhere and everything, and he paid for it because the other four had been killed almost without firing a shot.

He couldn’t let his annoyance show. Deterioration of teamwork was the biggest killer in this place: if you started badmouthing your teammates, they started playing worse, either on purpose or because of a lack of morale. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy he wasn’t going to get into. It was their first round and he knew that Rachel and Ashley weren’t good at this. He knew they’d have to compensate.

Plus, losing gave them additional nanites. The girls could afford some shielding soon enough, which might give them the edge they needed to last more than a minute.

The explosion had been a basic skill from the girl he’d been able to kill with the two body shots, and the other guy he’d seen had also used Bum Rush to get to site B quickly. This highly mobile character also had a teleport as a basic skill.

The ones Ashley and Evie faced used their obscuring dome powers to great effect. Evie did attempt to use her detection power but piloting her drone left her defenseless. Also, even though it illuminated the two combatants over that way, they killed the drone with a quick shot, blew through the obscuring dome, and shot both she and Ashley.

Ashley was, once again, useless. Those weren’t welcome words to have go through his mind, but they were the truth regardless. She was numb with the shock of it, the suddenness of it.

“Okay,” he said. “We have to keep eyes open and guns up. We have to shoot just about anything that moves.”

He knew those words would come back to haunt him, but he didn’t care, not yet. Ashley would need to start shooting in order to potentially shoot one of her own team.

They discussed tactics again. It wasn’t a bad way to do things, though Rachel and Ashley needed to use the scouting information from Tinniel and Evie to put enemies down. They’d have another chance now. They agreed to go to B and C sites, while Ash would go for A site with the crypto surge and try to win by planting it.

“How are we feeling?” he asked them.

“Ready for anything,” Evie said, then rolled her neck to either side and set off a series of discomfiting popping noises.

“Embarrassed,” Ashley mumbled.

“We’re good,” Tinniel added, but Rachel stayed silent. She clearly wasn’t thrilled with her performance. Like Ashley she hadn’t gotten a shot off, nor had she used an ability.

“All right,” he said, “because we’re about to go again. It’s probably going to be a good twenty or thirty rounds before we’re any good at this, so just be prepared to have our asses handed to us over and over, okay?”

They nodded.


30- A Rough Day

They were each sitting on 450 nanites this round instead of the typical 300, but all of them had purchased the more powerful handgun, so they only had 500 this time. Ash, for the second round in a row, grabbed an 8 on his Roll of the Dice ability. He wasn’t about to question it. He picked Ashley again, and got her other ability, which was to spray a large array of tiny gas grenades out in front of her, which had a variety of potential effects if they landed on someone, but they did obscure vision for anyone outside their range of 10 meters.

Ash had his 450, plus 300 from his ability, and another 50 for killing an opponent. It still wasn’t enough to buy a shield, but he purchased a couple of energy. He’d blown 25 energy on the first round for a bomb that hadn’t even taken out the target or given him a serious advantage, which was embarrassing. He wasn’t in the habit of making stupid mistakes… in the Spellcraft world.

He had to get used to this, and he wanted to get used to it fast.

Three minutes later, when all of them had been killed by the defenders, he reiterated his pledge to himself: deep breaths. Calm mind. Kind words. No losing it. They were new to this. It was okay.

They got more nanites for their troubles, and the girls immediately bought light shields with the money they’d saved. Evie didn’t, instead preferring to save up for a sniper rifle.

This was also a mistake, but one they wouldn’t realize until later.

They went through round after round, getting killed before anyone did anything interesting, he eventually triggered his Ultimate Skill, and respawned at the original spawn point after being triple teamed by the defenders. He’d managed to gun down one of them and blow up another, or so he thought. Without one of the girls to run recon for him, he couldn’t see where they were. He’d blasted through Ashley’s Advanced Skill Bomb Rush again, and while he had a kill to show for it, the third fighter still got him in the end.

And the two other defenders managed to take out all four of the girls.

Five rounds passed. Then ten. They got through the first rotation of twelve rounds. It had taken them about an hour and a half, given the extended break times in between rounds. These normally weren’t allowed but in this case they really needed them.

“I figured out two of those opponents,” Evie said after the tenth round. “The one with the bubble grenades and the sprinter. I got em.”

“We’re going to change maps, and we’re going to change opponents,” Rachel said, and Evie’s face fell.

They continued losing. Periodically Rachel or Ashley might get the crypto surge, and they changed up tactics. At that point, he and the competent member would head toward one of the sites and try to get Rachel or Ashley to plant the damn thing so they could finish a level with a W. Inevitably, somehow, the defenders would know immediately that the surge had been planted, they would converge on that site, and then in a hail of abilities and gunfire, they would all swiftly die.

By that point, Ash had learned a few things. One, Evie was not built for offense. They were basically down to he and Tinniel, because her drone, her sentry bot, and her tripwire all lent themselves much more to waiting for enemies to come to you, and you couldn’t do that on the attack. She also wanted to buy the cheapest sniper rifle somewhere around round five or so, but it hadn’t done any good either. You weren’t supposed to run with or swing your sniper rifle around, or the sights went to hell. She was on attack and wasn’t suppose to post up to wait for the defenders to come to her, so the sniper rifle hadn’t been nearly as accurate as it should’ve been. Around round nine she’d finally given up and bought one of the assault rifles, and it made an immediate difference.

Since Evie was twenty percent of the team and a third of their effective team, having her fumble the ball for so long was catastrophic. They just couldn’t afford to have Evie be bad, while Rachel and Ashley held the positions of Also Quite Terrible.

Two, Tinniel was good. Like really good. She deployed her skills to assist her teammates, she bought the correct items for the job, she popped out of hiding and around corners like she’d been in the special forces all her life, and she got just as many kills as Ash with his close combat skill set. He’d started adopting her tactic of stowing her weapon for extra speed, then pulling it out just before peeking or corner rounding. Her intel arrow, which did a kind of sonar ping and showed the enemy positions through walls was an excellent way to avoid getting killed the way Ashley and Evie had been doing a lot.

The arrow had the bonus of not needing to be piloted like Evie’s drone, so Tinniel fired that puppy off and got her weapon back out immediately. Evie’s drone had a wider area of coverage and could even fire (a bit clumsily, because of the recoil on such a tiny device) but it required her to stand stock still.

Three, his skillset was pretty unbelievable. He had tried out all his skills in various different circumstances, rather than using the skills he’d loaned from the enemies or the girls.

Mesmer was pretty amazing, especially through walls. Enemies approached or peeked out to fire at him, but if he was close enough, they couldn’t take the shot for a second and a half.

It was almost always enough. He’d gotten several kills with Mesmer active, and had his life saved several times besides. Better, if the enemy was targeting the girls while he had it on, they also had to pause. This was most effective if he could turn invisible or the enemy hadn’t used an intel power.

It was also great if he stood inside one of those obscuring domes. When someone came in, they’d pause, and he would immediately kill them.

Second, he used Siren’s Song to similar effect. If was better, of course, if he had this active with Mesmer. They’d slowly move into position, or move to retreat out of his range, trying to fire, only to be unable for the crucial second they’d need to shake off the Mesmer.

He learned that Dragonsoul was pretty great also, but if he didn’t use it in the round following the success of Fiery, it disappeared off his skill bar. So he had to use Fiery, have someone target him with an ability, have Dragonsoul appear, then use it that round or the next. And while it seemed really powerful the one time he had the chance to use it (the round was over about two seconds after he activated it), he successfully took several shotgun blasts and a number of pistol rounds before the sniper shot got him.

“Your team has lost twelve out of twelve practice rounds, making the defenders the winners of this practice match. Will you have another practice match immediately or will you require some time to rest, recuperate, and review?”

Head hanging and elbows on her knees, Rachel looked utterly defeated. Ashley was sprawled out on the floor, arms and legs akimbo, unmoving.

“R and R,” he said.

The girls seemed to be genuinely exhausted. When he suggested a nice dinner on the town, away from the dome and the training sessions, they couldn’t muster up any more enthusiasm than nodded heads and breathless consent. Aria was still inconsolable, and refused to leave the ship, and Seffie agreed to stay with her. Although Ash didn’t want to leave Aria like this, he had bigger concerns; Ashley and Rachel needed to shake off the funk they had descended into over the course of the last dozen rounds. They left Kayle as well, since Ash was growing more and more frustrated with the blue mage.

The restaurant seemed like a traditional Japanese house at the exterior: rice paper walls, sliding doors, the whole thing done in dark hardwood. It wasn’t until they got inside that anything seemed different.

Removing their shoes, they set them in little cubbies and got a look around. Inside, the place appeared a bit more Western: tables and chairs instead of floor seating, and curious holes in the tables. The staff seemed to know what was about to happen and what they wanted to order, because they sprang into action.

Restaurant staff swarmed around them. One lowered a bowl full of glowing coals into the hole in the table, pulled a ventilation snake down from the ceiling to catch the smoke, topped the bowl with a grill, and began throwing pieces of meat on there after a minute. Still others put various tiny dishes all over the table, each containing something that appeared to be a vegetable, and all of them different colors, some swimming in sauces and still others were tiny bits of meat. Ash grabbed his chopsticks and went to town.

The girls followed suit. Soon enough the tenor of the silence changed. Just moments before there’d been defeat and despair in that silence, helplessness, hopelessness. Now they were in motion, even if that motion was just to stuff their faces full of expertly crafted Korean food.

“What is this?” Ash asked, mouth full of crunchy, slightly spicy vegetable.

“A type of kimchi,” one of the staff told him.

“I’d like more of a type of kimchi then, please,” he said.

He was seized with the urge to take out the spork in front of her, to find out what she had been up to before the apocalypse hit, and how she was liking life now that she was a waitress in a Korean restaurant in Japan. Had she been a wise old grandma on the verge of ninety, whiling away the last of her years with other old folks? Had she been a young lady with a promising career, who was now stuck in this difficult position, wearing a traditional Korean outfit? At least in either case, she didn’t remember whether the job she now had was an downgrade or not.

He decided against it. He… there was something wrong.

The girls made no conversation until the food began to make its way into their gullets. They came to life soon enough though, making sounds of pleasure.

“Ugh,” Ashley said. “I needed this.”

“Me too!” Tinniel declared. “I could eat this entire restaurant.”

“Walls and all,” Evie said.

“I’m glad dying doesn’t hurt that much,” Ashley said. “Twelve times. Twelve!”

“We’ve all done it,” Rachel said quietly. “Every time.”

“Yeah but twelve!”

“I don’t want to be a killjoy but I really don’t want to talk shop,” Evie said. “On the other hand we need ideas on how to do things differently.”

“We’ll probably be on defense next,” Ash said. “It’s a whole other game. We’re probably going to lose, again, but we need to get used to defense also.” They’d be forced to cover all three bomb sites, to make sure none of the attackers rushed the site to plant the crypto surge.

Who knew, things might finally go their way, since Evie was both good at her job and was much better as a defensive player.

For the moment, they had a good dinner, talking about the diverse flavors and how they’d missed this kind of fusion food back in… back in America. They hadn’t had it like this in a long time.

Ash felt something wasn’t right, but couldn’t concentrate on what that might be. The serving girls had brought out green bottles of rice wine that was a little sweet, and he found hands on him under the table, both from Ashley and from Rachel.

“By the way, am I getting my reward now?” Evie asked.

“I don’t see why not,” he said.

Her eyes flashed with mischief, and he wondered if he ought to regret saying that. He decided, no, it was okay, he could handle whatever pervy weirdness Evie had cooked up.

Eventually the talk shifted from the food and the surroundings—near-future Japan really was quite nice, and their vehicle was kind of a house boat that accommodated their needs really well. Not only that, but it had a sumptuous full-sized bedroom that Evie was going to use just as soon as they got back to it, to fuck—

“Let’s put a pin in that,” he said, and and smiled Evie’s way. She grinned back and arched her eyebrows at him several times, back and forth in a supremely cute way. He did want to know what she had in mind, but these lovely Japanese or Korean people didn’t need the gory details shoved down their throats, like what Evie was going to do with him as soon as they got back to the boat.

“So now,” he said, dabbing his mouth after a wonderful meal, “let’s talk turkey. We need to do better, or else we’re going to fail out before we even start, and failing is not an option.”

Save the world. They had to win in order to combat the aliens coming to destroy earth.

“So what do we need to do first?” he asked.

“Use ammo a little bit more liberally,” Rachel suggested.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s okay to fire your weapon. So far Tinniel and I have the highest kill counts, and before anyone says anything, yes it’s fine if some of us have no kills yet. That will change.”

Ashley and Rachel both looked distinctly uncomfortable. That was okay, the work day was done and they could try it again tomorrow.

“We’re going to work towards a progression of spending nanites,” he said. “We should work on the assumption that we’re going for a best fitting weapon for each of us.”

“No more sniper rifles for Evie on attack,” Tinniel said.

“Hey!” Evie retorted. “I’m best—”

Ash held up a hand. “She didn’t mean to attack you. She meant that sniper rifles just aren’t a good choice for attacking. You should be working on an assault rifle—”

“Or if you’re going to use your drone, buy up the rocket launcher,” Tinniel suggested.

“We need the shielding,” Rachel mumbled.

“We do indeed,” he said. “We also need to be more mobile. Moving faster, employing our movement skills.”

“All right,” both Ashley and Rachel grumbled simultaneously. Rachel had the ability to turn into a shadow and slither across the ground, then pop up somewhere else, for two whole seconds. This could be used to scale walls, which was amazing, but she hadn’t yet felt ready to be on her own and away from Tinniel, so she’d barely used it. She could still be hit in this shadow form, and enemies did have a tendency to switch up fire directly to where she was when she was on a wall or ceiling, and he knew that scared her.

“It’s okay to use that ability to draw fire,” he told them. “Let’s be ready to use some of us as bait in order to win rounds. It’s okay to get killed off in a round, especially if that action gets us an objective we want.”

Rachel nodded sullenly. She wasn’t happy about this situation, and she didn’t like being the center of attention, but there was nothing for it.

Ashley too needed to exploit her abilities, and also fire more. She was clearly the weak link: bad aim, bad reflexes, bad instincts, bad habits. She didn’t like running, she couldn’t handle the pressure well; two different rounds she’d spun and tried to shoot her own teammate, so caught up in the battle that she forgot about friendly fire.

The girls also had powers that needed to sync up with the skills of their teammates. Evie and Tinniel had recon skills that made his life a lot easier when it came to movement and skill deployment. Rachel also had a darkness grenade power, and her ultimate skill caused an enemy to go completely blind, deaf, and immobile for a short time. She, like Ashley, just wasn’t used to using the skills like this.

He could sympathize… except it had been nearly a week. They needed to start marching up the learning curve, and fast.

Ash caught a significant look from Evie again and grinned. It had been a rough day, but he had promised Evie a good night.


31- Evie In Charge

Ash knew things were going to get real interesting the moment Evie declared she was headed for the bedroom, alone.

“I will be ten minutes. Everyone else enjoy some refreshments, and don’t touch one another.”

“What’s happening?” Tinniel asked, fiddling with one of her many ear piercings. She had the spacers to widen out her earlobes, but only a small hole each.

“I promised her that she could do anything she wanted if she stopped hitting friendly fire targets,” Ash said quietly. “In retrospect, the words ‘anything you want’ were definitely more dangerous than I thought.”

“Nobody touch anybody?” Rachel asked, draping herself onto Ash in one of the large beanbags. “Does she expect us to abide by your promise to her? We weren’t in on this bet or this deal.” She nestled her ass into his crotch with several nuzzles, and laid her head in the crook of his collar bone.

“She does,” the intercom said, Evie’s voice coming through with only slight modulation. “And she promises that you’ll enjoy it. Now, no touchy Ashy. Shoo. Shoo.” The last thing they heard before the sound cut out was the whirring of a power tool.

“I don’t like this,” Tinniel said. She’d moved on to fiddling with the bangles at her wrists, turning them over and over and staring at the bedroom door.

Evie’s voice once more appeared over the intercom, with a power tool whirring in the background. “Tinniel, you may opt out if you wish. Ashley and Rachel may not.”

Ashley had come in, sank down into one of the beanbag chairs, and thrown one arm over her face. She said nothing. Rachel was another story.

“What?” She jumped off Ash like he was a live wire and Evie was using him to electrocute her. “What’s she doing in there? I don’t know what’s going on in there but—”

“But you will like it,” Evie’s voice said in the intercom.

“I don’t know whether we should be excited or scared about this,” Rachel said.

Evie appeared after the promised ten minutes, grinning. She was wearing a gleaming black leather bodysuit now, was up on chunky three inch platforms that sported gleaming silvery studs, and nope, the platforms were only for the front. The shining black boots had five inch heels that looked just impossible to Ash. The bodysuit ended at a bikini cut, and those boots of hers ended just above the knee. The space in between, from crotch to thigh, was covered by a black fishnet.

Other wonderful details: elbow-length gloves of the same shining black leather, a pair of black and pink rabbit ears on a headband that clashed with her curly orange hair, and the bodysuit had several horizontal slits to show off belly button and the bottoms of her boobs. She also had on a white collar with a short, fat tie, on which was the illustration of a nude woman’s silhouette, on her hands and knees with back arched. Lastly, a zipper ran from crotch to ass, and Ash noted a distinct series of straps down there also, like it was the perfect place to attach a dildo.

Ash was impressed. She’d never managed to look so different before. She was finally tall enough to kiss him without having to get on tip toes. While she did, she ran one leg over and around his, and ground her crotch against him.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

“I love it,” he told her.”

“I put a lot of thought into this,” she breathed. “I think you’re going to love it.”

“How did you even get into that in ten minutes?” Rachel asked.

“Why the heck were we hearing the sound of a power drill?” Tinniel hesitantly asked.

“Who’re you going to do first?” Ashley asked.

Evie smirked at her. “You want Evie inside you, don’t you baby?”

Ashley went red in the face.

“Did you know the ship has a nano replicator? I have access to all this future tech,” Evie whispered to Ash. “And I can do whatever I want now, so long as we have the nanites…” She showed him a handheld tablet device, with nothing on the screen except a large red button. On the large red button were the words ‘BIG RED BUTTON’ “Do you want to do the honors?”

“Don’t do it,” Ashley warned.

Ash took the handheld and used Evie’s cute nose to press the BIG RED BUTTON.

A second later Ashley and Rachel were screaming as tendrils of metal snaked into the room from the bedroom and clasped them around the ankles and wrists.

“What the fuck is this?” Ashley shouted. She was slowly pulled off her chair, and as soon as she’d landed safely on her butt, the tendrils sped up. Rachel and Ashley were reeled into the bedroom, staring in horror at Evie.

“Now check the screen,” Evie said.

The tablet now showed both girls, arms and legs akimbo, being held by the tendrils. Readouts for their heartbeats, breathing, body heat and arousal level were visible, along with options: mouth, nipples, breasts, clit, vagina, and ass.

And indeed, the girls had been reeled into the room and pulled up to their feet. The tendrils pulled further, until they were standing spreadeagled. More metal tendrils appeared and, with mechanical efficiency, ripped both girls’ clothes off in seconds. The floating tattoos on Ashley’s arms proclaiming how she was ‘forever and only’ Ash’s were now visible, along with a dragon that ran up one leg, and extended a tongue out onto the juncture of her legs.

When he pressed on Rachels’s face, then touched the nipples button, two new tendrils lowered from the ceiling and clamped onto her nipples.

“What ohhhhhhh,” Rachel began groaning immediately. The devices provided suction and stimulation that he could control with a series of sliders. He couldn’t help himself, and pressed the breasts button after this, watching as the suction tendrils wound themselves around each of her breasts and began rhythmically sliding this way and that.

“And I can do this with all their holes all at the same time?”

Evie beamed, nodding furiously. “Mm-hmm!”

“You have outdone yourself,” he said seriously.

“Ash,” Ashley said uncertainly, alternating glances at he and Rachel. “I’m not sure about—”

She shut up when he pushed the mouth button, and instead started fellating a metal dildo tentacle. Then he pressed the clit and nipples buttons and watched as a tendril rose from the floor, slithered around her leg several times, and finally started tickling her clit from above. The nipple tendrils dropped from the ceiling. She jerked and went, “Mmmm!” Then proceeded to begin humping the air.

“You really outdid yourself here,” he told Evie again, staring at what he’d done. The slider for clit gave him pressure, speed, and direction options, so he fiddled with these until Ashley’s eyes began to flutter.

“Thanks!” Evie gushed, and threw herself at him again. He was already just about fully hard from watching Rachel and Ashley get manhandled by the room.

“Um…” came a timid voice from behind them. Seffie was standing there.

Ash had nearly forgotten about the tiny little ship’s mascot. She was about as slight as you could get, but had a vast curtain of gorgeous rainbow-dyed hair. It had to be enhanced somehow because there was no way anyone could look this much like Cousin It from the Addams family without going into a stylist. She had on a mostly-slashed t-shirt, plainly without a bra, and beneath a pair of short jean shorts she wore black leggings and combat boots. It was cuteness overload.

“Hi Seffie,” he said.

“What’s going on here?”

“Oh, I’m rewarding Evie for good behavior,” he said.

“Now Rachel and Ashley are going to get their brains fucked out by Ash, machines, and me. Why do you ask?”

She put her hands behind her back, thrusting out a teensy chest and making sure he was focused on it, swaying back and forth before asking, “Can I join?”

Ash grinned, and noted Tinniel peering in from without.

“Fuckee or fucker?” Evie asked seriously, pointing to Rachel first and then herself.

“I want,” she whispered, “Ash, please.”

A glance down at the tablet told Ash that she could indeed join. Right now her portrait was just a photo of her. “You want the rough way or the easy way?”

“Easy, please.”

Ash spent time undressing her, pausing only to change up the settings for Rachel and Ashley. Several minutes had passed, and both were clearly approaching orgasm, so he backed off the pressure on Ashley’s clit and Rachel’s nipples, then pressed the button to get Seffie situated in between the two much taller, much bigger girls.

Seffie had a thin, slight physique, barely any breasts to speak of, but she had a rocking ass and strong legs. She’d also shaven her pubic hair down to a triangle, and it too had been dyed rainbow colors. Ash bent down and gave her a kiss.

“How shall we start?” he asked her, but didn’t wait for a response. Instead he pressed the nipple and clit buttons, and stepped up to caress her long legs and bouncy butt. The tendril knew its business, and carefully slithered between them, before beginning to tickle at her body. She gave a cry of pleasure, and quickly shoved her tongue into his mouth when he kissed her.

Evie showed him how to change the position; tendrils could be made to loop around the waist and bend over his motionless beauties. He did so with Rachel, kissing her once and thanking her, before pressing both ass and vagina buttons to watch. Two tendrils rose from the floor and looped around her legs, one each. These were self-lubricating, he saw, one of them with a larger head than the other. The larger one slowly pushed its way into her slit, while the smaller rotated around her back door for now.

“That won’t do, will it, pet?” he asked, and a blissed-out Rachel only shook her head in response. Under the anal options, he chose slow penetration, and watched as she was forced open.

“I modeled the bigger ones after your size,” Evie told him.

“Oh yeah?”

“I took images into the computer. See?” She took out a dildo of a flesh-colored rubbery material and held it next to his erection. She had it right, down to the veins.

Ash’s lust flared, and he picked her up off the floor, kissing her and pressing her against the wall of the bedroom.

Soon the room was nothing more than the sounds of ecstasy. Between double penetrating Rachel, and teasing Ashley and Seffie, Ash could barely control himself. He wanted to unzip the outfit Evie had on and shove himself inside.

“Wait,” Evie gasped. “Ashley… I wanna… do Ashley. Together.”

So did he.

With the help of the bedroom bringing Evie up a slightly elevated floor, she came face to face with Ashley, grinning. Meanwhile, Ash did a slow circuit around her. He turned off the mouth tendril, and listened to her gasp and moan.

“Ash,” she groaned.

“She’s got a dildo that’s the exact size of my cock,” he whispered, while using the lube from the tentacle on himself. It was cool, and slick, and Ashley laid her head back on his shoulder.

“I get you in me twice?” she asked breathlessly.

“That’s right, baby,” he told her.

“I should be the worst member of the team more often,” she joked, then winced at the pressure of his full size forcing its way up into her behind. “Oh God, Ash. You’re much bigger than before.”

“Breathe, baby,” he said. He hadn’t called her ‘baby’ before. This was new, and weird. “Relax. Go limp.”

He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her down, making sure to take his time. She was pliable enough, though, and also obedient. Not for long, though neither of them knew that in the heat of this moment. In this moment, all the breath went out of her and he sheathed himself fully within her.

“You like it?” he whispered.

“I like it,” she told him. “I always like it.”

“Oh,” Evie said, from where she’d been watching him enter her. “That is so fucking hot.” She straightened and stepped up onto the tiny ramps created by her tinkering with the ship. “Now let’s see if we can make it any hotter.”

With the dildo attached to her harness, she rubbed it all over Ashley.

“It’s not going to be easy,” she said after some time fumbling.

In response, Ash lifted one of her legs and thrust upwards. Ashley actually squeaked, and squeezed against him painfully. The way she was breathing, you’d think she had a cock lodged all the way up in her lungs.

Ash felt the dildo enter, rubbing against the sensitive underside of his shaft. Weird that it felt absolutely enormous.

“Oh,” Ashley said, “Ohhhhh God. It’s… I’ve never…”

She stopped talking and concentrated on the double penetration the moment Evie started moving jerkily.

“All you have to do is thrust,” he told Evie.

“Mmm,” Evie said. “The more I thrust, the more it rubs against Evie’s little pleasure button.”

“Have you been good enough for a special word?” he asked Ashley quietly. She shook her head, but he said ‘Elysium’ anyway, and watched her melt the fuck down with orgasm.

She went absolutely wild against him. With Ashley as tight as she was, and with her pussy full of Evie’s fake Ash, he had to start fighting against imminent orgasm right from the start. Her ass against his stomach, her breasts in his hands, and Evie’s nipples brushing his fingers while she went wild… it was sensory overload.

Some ten minutes of nonstop grunting and thrusting later, Ashley was on her second orgasm and was babbling nonsense. He couldn’t handle anymore and told Evie as much.

“I want it,” Evie told him, just as breathlessly. “On my face.”

She just got down on her knees in front of Ashley, who was still immobilized by the wrists and ankles, and he finished by blasting off all over Evie.

Afterwards the metal tendrils caught him, holding him with surprising strength and gentleness, and guided him to the bed. He’d utterly forgotten about Rachel, still on the receiving end of all the tendrils at once, and Seffie, who was writhing and groaning out like crazy.

“Ash,” Seffie complained. “Please, make it, make it… make it…” Her teeth clenched and she couldn’t continue.

He padded over toward her just in time for her to squirt. A flood of juices came out of her. A lot of it got on him, which started revving his engines for for a second round.

He took Seffie still standing up. Even though she was shorter than he, the tendrils lifted her up to the correct height for him to slip inside. He got another squirting orgasm out of her a good ten minutes of continued sex later.

He was in the middle of it when Rachel cried out. Ash turned to find Evie had her on her back, hovering in the air with the help of some eight tendrils, and Evie with a double dildo now. She’d gotten little motors in the both of them, so they pumped in and out one after another.

“I think she’s lost her mind,” Ash said.

“Evie?” Seffie asked, exhausted.

“Actually, now that you mention it… I think they’ve both lost their minds.”

Evie didn’t let up for another three solid hours. They took breaks, got free of the tendrils, cuddled, had snacks, but then Evie commanded the tendrils to take them again. And again.

At one point Ash got the handheld tablet, saw Evie’s name there, and pressed the button to shackle her. The complaining started right away, and her indignation only lasted until Ash pulled the zipper on her amazing BDSM suit, and he stuffed her full of him.

Then the complaining turned to cries of gratitude. Then cries of pleasure, followed by orgasms, followed by begging for him to stop, and then lastly begging for him to never stop. He added a tendril to take her anally, a tendril to invade her mouth, and he captured one nipple in his mouth. She went through a long series of climaxes. The last one nearly caused her to pass out.

Ash released her and set her on the bed, then took his time and made sweet love to Seffie, while Evie lay next to them in a pool of her own secretions, his seed, and lube from the tendrils.

And after a short session of tender lovemaking with Tinniel in another part of the ship afterwards, he gathered the ladies in bed and fell fast asleep.


32- On the Defensive

They did considerably better on the defensive than on offense. This was especially surprising because he’d stopped getting every single benefit from his Roll of the Dice ability, and only got the bonus that made him invisible to one of the enemies. On defensive, Evie knew her job and took over most of the tactical matters, directing Ash to take Bsite alone, and telling Ashley to float between her position at A, and his in B. She was to spend her time in this tiny bit of hallway that connected A and B sites, and be ready to sprint over to help out Tinniel or Rachel at the site he wasn’t supposed to handle.

This time the battle map manifested as an ancient ruin in the mountains of South America, where everything was bright yellow stone, brightly colored flowers, and bright animals in the trees. Hallways were still yellowed stone, and hung with beards of aggressive mossy plants, or the roots of ambitious plants that had broken through the stone.

Aliens had apparently landed on this map, because he saw the gray stones swirled with strange, glowing runes he couldn’t identify. These were small, hand-sized clusters of marks, though some were huge swirling conglomerations of blue glowing runes fully a meter squared. They were cool enough and weird enough that Ash had to remind himself it was all just window dressing. It was a clever construct created of nanites for the specific purpose of testing their abilities.

With Evie taking the director’s role, they came within a hair’s breadth of winning on their first round on defense. The enemy pushed up towards A, where Evie smoked them out with her drone, and they immediately retreated to be with the other two on a push to B site. With all of them clumped together, Ashley finally had the opportunity to get something done, and did. She used a flash bang to create a bright light and dizzying sound.

In the meantime Tinniel anchored the C site, and Rachel rushed over to B to assist Ash. He’d gotten into a good hiding spot and used Mesmer to disorient them. Together with Ashley’s skill, he peeked out and killed the first of the enemy combatants, and wounded another before taking cover again.

Rachel had used her Shadow Walk ability on offense and had the bad luck of getting blasted by one of the enemies who noticed the moving shadow zipping down the hall. It wasn’t all in vain, though, because Tinniel drew a bead on the assailant and got them, too.

They started a fierce back and forth with the remaining two opponents heading toward the site in B, until Evie came over the coms, frantic. Ash had just killed his second opponent of the match.

“It’s a feint!” she shouted. “The last one is planting the crypto surge in C.”

This came about two seconds before they received the notification that, indeed, the enemy had planted the surge.

Tinniel couldn’t close the gap and get close enough in time. The enemy engaged her and kept her away from where she could disarm the crypto surge without getting a head full of bullets. He and Ashley were too far, and Evie was way too far away to make a difference.

The notification came through that they had lost the match.

Evie threw back her head and howled in frustration.

“Hey,” he said, and wrapped her up in a huge embrace. “Quit that.”

“We were so close,” came the muffled words against his chest.

“Hopefully we’ll get even closer next time,” he told her. “We need you to keep Rachel and Ashley actually doing their jobs.” Ashley had, for the first time, helped in a positive way, and for the first time hadn’t been killed in the round.

Then again, the enemy had pulled off a feint and tricked them very well. They’d killed off three of the opposing team with one casualty, which would’ve been great under other circumstances.

“Huddle up,” he said, and reveled in the collection of beautiful women around him. As they stood shoulder to shoulder and bent over, he got plenty of excellent views down shirts to expansive cleavage. He knew it wasn’t a time to think with his dick but… maybe it was.

He reached out and cupped Ashley’s breast, then flicked the nipple on release. She gave a sharp breath.

“We need to realize that we’re still noobs at this,” he said, and this time gave Evie’s breast a fondle.

“What’re you... uhhh…” she said.

“It’s okay to lose, so long as we learn.” When he got a nice handful of Tinniel’s smaller, firmer breast, she went bright red and couldn’t make eye contact with him. And on release he made sure to press her erect nipple like a button on a video game controller, making her gasp like Ashley.

“By the end of this match, we’re going to have twelve more examples of how to better play the game. We’re going to know about overlapping fields of fire, we’re going to know about our abilities and how to use them, their abilities and how to counter them or adapt to them…” He got two handfuls of Rachel’s big hanging tits, as she was directly across from him. She also sucked in a breath, and another one when he clamped her nipples between thumb and forefinger, and began to slowly pull down. “We’re going to learn better formations. You already know all the positions in bed, and now you’re going to learn our positions on the battlefield. We’ll become a better team.”

“Aaaaaasshhhhhhh?” Rachel moaned.

“Mm?” He hadn’t let go of her nipples, and she was just as red as Tinniel right now.

“M-m-aster?” she asked, her legs trembling.

“I couldn’t hear you clearly,” he said.

“I’m… gonna…” He squeezed even harder, and rolled them between his fingers, and she slowly collapsed into his arms from the pleasure. She shivered and shuddered several times, then moaned and melted into his embrace.

“Jesus, how do you have a hair trigger like that?” Ashley asked, perhaps expecting Rachel to be able to answer.

“She has a vibrator egg stuffed in her submissive little fuck hole,” Evie said, as if this was an acceptable thing to say, ever, but just as acceptable to say in between rounds of a death match.

“I want one,” Ashley breathed.

“You can have one after you get your first kill and we get our first win,” Ash said.

“Harsh!”

“We’ll be okay,” Evie said.

“Before we get back into the buy phase,” he said. “Adjustments?” Rachel got shakily to her feet and Evie pressed a button. A low hum Ash hadn’t even registered fell silent.

“I think this is a pretty good set up,” she said. “A floater in between each site is good policy, though we should learn to vary up the floaters and the anchors. If we’re predictable that gives the enemy an advantage. I don’t have to remake my sentry drone, so that’s good. If they ignore it again I might be able to come to the center.”

Ash studied the girls. He didn’t know what had caused him to stroke each of them, but he did know that they were more relaxed (or in Rachel’s case, as relaxed as was possible without being asleep), even Tinniel. After her initial crushing embarrassment she now appeared looser and more ready to handle another round, even if it ended in defeat. This was especially true of Evie, who was maybe the most important of them.

That settled, they signaled to the guide they were done with their little huddle. And what a huddle it had been. He chuckled to himself as he took his position, bought up some energy and ammunition, and saved some for future rounds.

“Evie, give me a drone up through B please?”

They had taken to starting the round before the buy phase was over, purchasing on the run and getting first abilities revved up for the moment the round started.

“I think they’re going to come after my sentry,” she said.

“Agreed,” he said. They’d gone with a four person formation with a hanger back, so they might flip and head for the A site instead this time. They were also more likely to fan out and push with a two three formation, or a one, two, two. Their stealth specialist had done a great job the first round, so they might keep him in reserve once the other two pairs finished testing the lanes and clearing out defenders at one of the three sites.

All this was speculation. They needed to have intel.

Tinniel was now waiting near the site C corridor, with her back to the corridor that would give her access to B as quickly as possible. After the first round she still didn’t have enough for a good gun, but she’d bought the cheapest assault rifle with her thousand nanites.

Ash had scored another 8 with Roll of the Dice, and his boosted nanites gave him the power to grab the cheaper shotgun.

“Tinniel, I need you to start out at C and launch that arrow, then back up to the B and C juncture,” he said, but he already had a bead on one of their five, and that person was heading up through the hallway and toward A.

He’d gotten a short range teleport power from the enemy, and activated it in the safe spot connecting A and B, where he would have a good vantage point on people trying to get around to take out the sentry.

Then, with his leftover energy he activated Fiery and Mesmer just as he burst out into the hall leading up to site A, already blasting.

The first combatant had to pause to shake off the Mesmer before he could fire, and the second and a half was more than enough. The enemy was taken off his feet, dead before he even saw what had killed him. The second shot took the woman behind him in the shoulder, and Ash teleported back to where he’d placed the marker before reloading the shoddy, two-shot shotgun. Still, that was done in time for him to loop around and pop out from the other entry.

Evie was harassing the opponent with awkward drone shots, with Ashley and Tinniel closing on that position.

“Three coming to A,” he said, and stepped out to finish the job on the enemy he’d hit before.

Now with Mesmer and Fiery worn off, he retreated.

“Evie?” he said, and tagged this spot with the short range teleport skill marker. Then he booked it for B site.

“He’s in C with the surge!” Rachel shouted.

It was Tinniel who did it, marching off towards C and popping rounds off in that direction to give Ashley and Rachel time to actually be helpful.

The guy in B killed Evie’s drone and was able to take down Ashley, but Ash got him a moment later when he sped past the B site on his way to try and salvage this round.

“Come on,” he was muttering, over and over. “Come on come on, come on come on.”

He didn’t make it in time. Tinniel did. She was able to stop the guy planting the surge, yet he only teleported away with the same ability Ash had stolen.

In the meantime, the girl he’d wounded from A somehow got around behind them and took out Evie. That guy had got to Rachel as well, using his teleport to sneak up behind her.

It was two on two for the first time ever, but it didn’t stay that way for long. Tinniel launched another intel arrow, showing nobody. Ash started stalking around the B site, checking and double checking each vantage by peeking.

“He’s coming—” Tinniel said over coms, then she was gone too.

Suddenly the woman popped out in front of him and he blasted her off her feet—

One on one!

—then whirled, only to see the guy round the corner and get in the lucky headshot.

Ash respawned back in the start zone screaming.

“Ahhhhhh!”

“I know,” Evie said.

“We almost had them!” he shouted. “It was so close.” He was certain they could turn it around this time and finally get in a win.

“Okay. Okay. Clearly we have to worry about them getting the crypto surge to one place or another. Ashley, how’re you feeling about flushing some of them out and taking the fight to them? Tinniel can give you an early recon arrow, and you can go in guns blazing.”

He liked this idea. If she chose the lane where none of them were rushing, she could flank around behind.

But… she hadn’t quite embraced the idea that she was the vanguard, that she was supposed to go flying towards danger and flush enemies out into the open, hopefully forcing them to make mistakes. She was still the timid healer. Indeed, one of her basic abilities was to take the death energy from a slain enemy and use it to heal herself, or create a short window of invulnerability.

“We’re keeping the sentry over at A then?” Evie asked.

“Do you want to add the tripwire in the hallway just outside it, so it’ll explode before they even hit the sentry?” Rachel asked.

“I can do that,” Evie said. “I have a nano swarm that will alert me if the enemy crosses it, but no damage… I’ll just trap the hallway into A completely.” And essentially turn the map into a two lane map… assuming it worked.

“What about me?” Rachel asked?

“We’re going to float you between B and C,” Evie said. Cycle between a vantage into B and one into C. Right here on the map.”

“I’m going in with Ashley,” Ash said.

“Going down on Ashley?” Rachel asked. Apparently their near-win was giving them some much-needed renewed hope, and he liked to hear from the least effective member of the team.

“Afterwards,” he said, and several heads turned in his direction. “I’ll do a victory lap with mustache ride.”

“Cheers to that,” Tinniel grumbled.

“Mustache ride? I want one!” Evie shouted.

***

Ashley was faster than he was, and had two pistols out in front of her, eyes wild.

“You’re okay,” he told her, and only got the tiniest of sidelong glances. Still, it was enough to convey completely disbelief. Her? Okay? That glance spoke volumes: she was far from okay. She’d died fourteen times in this fucking hellhole. She didn’t like this game, she didn’t like shooting guns, she didn’t like killing people, and she didn’t like Ash right this moment.

The arrow flew overhead and exploded against a hallway wall, illuminating two moving figures that immediately froze.

“Go left,” he said, “Let me go first.” Activating both Mesmer and Fiery, he swung wide to the right, blasting once with the shotgun and then a second time at the enemy who peeked just a half second later. The first body hadn’t even hit the ground and he had two kills in the first minute of the round.

“We have a push on A,” Evie said over the coms.

In that second too, the enemy he’d put his back to had to shake off the Mesmer, and Ashley used the opportunity to blast him while the spinning blue spiral briefly appeared over his head.

“I… did it,” she stammered, even as an explosion came from A.

Had they just killed sixty percent of the opposing team in just a handful of seconds? They had. He reloaded even as he called for Ashley to follow him, and he sprinted off in the direction of the hallway leading to site A.

He had to hand it to the final team member: she was incredibly skilled. Rachel and Evie were both dead by the time he and Ashley flanked her, and she popped out from behind a corner with a shotgun, taking Ashley in the head and nearly killing him as well. He’d just activated Dragonsoul though, by that point. Getting two kills right after one another and an assist on Ashley’s kill because of Mesmer had bumped him up over the energy he needed to use the Advanced skill. His body flared with orange power, and the phantom wings of the dragon spread out to either side of him. The woman had another shot and fired directly in his face, but the Dragonsoul melted every bit of buckshot at point blank range, and switched to his melee weapon to make this happen, and make it happen dirty.

He shoved the knife down through her collar bone once, then twice, for good measure.

He was roaring in triumph.


33- Ground Into Dust

Finding himself back in the starting zone, Ash immediately swept Ashley up into his arms and twirled her around. Blushing, grinning, she kissed him. She groaned the moment he swirled his tongue around hers. She crushed her body against his, and slithered up and then around and down. Grinding her midsection against his growing erection, she pulled away and then gasped.

Her pants were undone and already around her knees. Then around her ankles.

“Here? Now?” Tinniel shouted. “We’re just in the third round here!”

Ashley pulled up one foot so he could remove her shoe and slip her pants full off, followed by the other foot. He had a face full of shaved pussy and it was already fragrant with her arousal.

“Mustache ride?” she asked.

“Goddamn right,” he told her, and grabbed her by the ass.

She knew this move from… a long time ago, looping one leg over his shoulder and thrusting her dripping sex in his face. Then she allowed herself to be lifted bodily.

She knew this move from… before they’d come to Japan to fight in the Gallantir tournaments as a team. Before Mizu and Netsu had so abruptly left the team.

Something was wrong with that thought but he still couldn’t wrap his head around why. Instead, he had his head wrapped up in two powerful thighs. He lifted her off the ground with a hand gripping each ass cheek, and she squealed from the precarious position and the tongue raking her most sensitive parts.

“Ohhh fuck, Ash,” he heard, though his ears were muffled by her thighs. “That’s right, lick my clit. Unh… right there.”

A victory lap was something they hadn’t done in ages. He paced around the open space totally blind, his girlfriend straddling his face, while he went about cheerfully lapping up her juices. Step by measured step, keeping her level, loving his enhanced muscles and how they helped him to hold her aloft much longer.

He heard Evie and the arousal practically dripping down her legs, based just off the sound of her voice. “That’s so fucking hot.”

Ashley had always been a wet one. She could get wet even on a morning after drinking, cuddling up for a morning quickie when Ash hated life but could manage an erection. She’d typically go down on him and slide on while he was still mostly asleep, or she’d grind that luscious ass of hers into his crotch until he was fully hard, then guide him in for a sideways session.

But a victory lap was a rare occasion for exceptional days. She’d want one after her company did something great, she got a raise, or they gave her a good performance evaluation. Then it was time to evaluate Ash’s performance.

He had never managed to give her an orgasm with her full weight on his shoulders like this and with her bucking her hips and pulling his hair, but this time he was different. He nearly got there one time by backing her into a wall and having the wall do most of the work, but she’d slowly slid down and he’d finished getting her off when she was on the floor.

Now? He was a fucking beast now. He had a circle of women he fucked on the regular, who practically worshipped the ground he walked on. He’d lost count of the orgasms, either his own or theirs.

He lapped at her creamy center and felt her ramping up. Her breathing quickened and her movements got jerkier. His arms had started to ache, but only just. She was delicious, more delicious than before. Hotter and creamier and tastier.

Also louder. And gripping his hair tighter.

He felt something below, at his waist, and realized one of the girls was getting his pants out of the way.

Her climax approaching, Ashley started to tip backwards, and he had to adjust his grip so she wouldn’t end up on her head. She also gripped his head tighter, painfully. Her legs trembled, then spasmed as she came. It got even more intense when he paused to say her trigger word. “Elysium.” She went ballistic.

It was his first Gallantir round as a victor, and his first ever victory lap orgasm.

Placing her down on her back, Ash finally got to see what had been going on in his absence. Rachel and Evie were both on their knees staring at him, and the dazed looks told him they were turned on to the max.

It was Tinniel who spoke. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

“Hush!” Evie snapped, then returned her ravenous gaze to Ash. “Do me next! Do me next!”

“Not Rachel?”

“I won rock, paper, scissors,” Evie confessed. “She can blow you or you can plow her doggystyle or something.”

Evie was already naked from the waist down, and he grinned at the sight of her trimmed orange hair leading a small strip to the honey pot. When he knelt, she practically leaped on him. She was small, naturally, and it was no trouble to lift her into position bodily.

A single long lick wasn’t even necessary to know how wet she was. The heat coming off her was enough. He started going at her, savoring the differences in size, shape, and flavor, even while he felt Rachel’s body now pressing against his.

"Oh my goooohhhhhh…” Evie mumbled as he started really licking. Soon, rather than falling backwards, she was hunching forwards and covering his entire head.

Soon he felt hands on his, and breathing on his neck and chin. Rachel hadn’t positioned herself on hands and knees, but instead got in his face and was kissing his neck, his chin… and getting her tongue in Evie’s wet pussy. He understood, and raised Evie just a little higher so they could both get enough space. Their tongues came together, and she too was moaning. Then, concentrating on Evie’s clit, he left Rachel to digging her tongue as far as possible into their artificer.

The results were explosive. Evie’s orgasm came on suddenly, only a good minute after Rachel had started licking at her. Ash also combined this with the power word: orgasm that still somehow worked from their harem emblem chokers.

“St- st- stop!” Evie panted eventually.

He put her down beside Ashley. Then, casting a long look at Rachel, he grinned.

“You ready?”

“Master deserves to have some relief,” she muttered, not looking at him. Then she spun and presented her plump ass in his direction. “It would please slave to have Master take either hole.”

He spanked her lightly, and loved the little yelp of surprise that came next. “You’d better not be just saying that,” he said.

In response she got down on her shoulder and, with both arms behind her, pulled her ass cheeks apart, revealing herself fully to him. It was quite a sight, and it only got more erotically charged when the choker she wore suddenly sprouted a number of gleaming black leather straps around her body, connected by gleaming steel rings.

She moaned loudly the moment his fingers began penetrating her.

“Ma-master,” she managed, “these holes are meant for your pleasure, not the pleasure of a mere slave.”

“So be it,” he said imperiously, and lined himself up. Then, he worked both his cock into her pussy, and his thumb into her back door.

A few minutes of hard pounding was all it took for her to throw her pleasure rule out the window. She collapsed and frigged at her clit until she came, hard, before apologizing. Another five minutes later she was on her back and in the throes of another orgasm. The only sound was that of flesh slapping against flesh.

“Twice already?” he growled, and when she started to apologize he simply got her by the backs of the knees, lifted her ass up off the floor, and pushed himself deep into her rear entry.

“S-sorry, Master,” she cried, grimaced, and then took it without further comment. She then spasmed around him when he used her trigger word from the harem choker: Submission.

He didn’t last long now, not with how insanely tight she was. Soon enough he dumped a full load into her, and she breathlessly thanked him for it.

When he was done, he looked to Tinniel.

“Don’t, don’t, don’t,” she warned, shaking her head with her hands out in a warding gesture.

“Relax,” he said. “I’m not doing anything without you first asking for it.”

She pointed a finger at him. “Yeah! Evie got her thing, and You gave Ashley her mustache ride. Then Rachel did her gross slave thing. When is it my turn?”

He gestured down to his softening cock. “Any time.”

“Ew! I’d much rather have a romantic dinner and watch a movie.”

“It’s a date,” he said, and her eyes flew open.

“Wait, what? I didn’t—”

“I assume you’ll want to have me to yourself,” he said.

“I, well, I… yes,” she squeaked.

“Okay, let’s get back to it.”

And, clothes arranged correctly, they got back to it.

And promptly lost the next round.

However, they picked the ball back up on the following round. Meaning they were two and three on defense. The next round gave them another win, followed by another.

Ash began to learn a few things: one, the difficulty level seemed to increase quite a lot whenever they had the opposing team down to a single member. That person got infinitely better than they would have been when they were a full team.

Two, the site the opposing team went for could not be predicted with any sort of ease. Although the offensive once (and only once) went all five down a lane, they were likely to split three two and sometimes four one. They seemed random, but by spreading out in a one two two pattern, they could handle most rushes pretty well. So although they couldn’t predict which lane their opponents might take, they could safeguard against most approaches.

Three, Evie was far, far better on the defense team than she had been on offense. It made him dread going into real matches, where her sentry and nano swarm abilities were close to useless on offense, but maybe between now and then, they’d come up with some ideas.

Four, there was a way to spend nanites that he hadn’t yet figured out. Oh, he was close, but it would take some experimentation and refinement before he knew exactly how to go about spending his nanites. Go for a shotgun first, then light armor, then a better assault rifle, then heavier shielding? Or heavy handgun first, light armor sooner, a better gun next, and heavy shielding last? Or heavy shielding third and a really good gun last? They hadn’t had enough practice rounds and hadn’t faced enough enemy skills and tactics to know yet.

He found himself buying energy whenever Roll of the Dice didn’t give him an 8. The extra 10 energy at the beginning of the round was enormously beneficial. Usually he started with five and could only use one of his Basic skills at that time. Not okay. He needed Mesmer and Fiery at the same time, so he could sap them of energy, boost his own, and stop them from attacking him at short range.

They ended up finishing this practice round in much shorter time than the previous day, even with the break for getting freaky. Although they did well, they only came out at six wins and six losses.

He walked out into the large open area, drenched in sweat and smelling like he absolutely needed a shower, spraying droplets onto the slightly padded, slightly rubberized flooring. The guide stood there, looking immaculate as always.

“You have made great improvements, combatant,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“We should get you into local tournaments beginning now.”

The idea gave him pause. He wanted to believe that Mizu and Netsu might be coming back, and everything would get infinitely easier, but another part of him knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“I’d like to have another attack round, now that we’ve improved team synergy and gotten used to using our abilities. Oh, and gotten used to shooting at one another.”

“I am afraid that won’t be possible,” the guide told him. He frowned, not because of her words, but because of the name tag reading GUIDE on her breast. It struck him as odd, because he thought there was a different guide, and that different guide was like a genie instead of a gorgeous anime woman with impossible female anatomy.

“Come again?” he asked.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the guide repeated. “Using the training grounds consumes a considerable amount of resources. All of those resources are concentrated on combating the threat that comes from outside, beyond our solar system. You will compete, as your team is an investment made by the Gallantir, and they will see a return on that investment.”

A chill ran through his body. Her words sounded an awful lot like a threat. He peered around the dome and realized everything in here was nano-related. The woman was a construct of light. All the screens were simply nanites constantly shifting color. The maps were constructed out of nanites. The guns in their hands were exactly the same stuff. It was like the whole of the dome was a constantly shifting sandcastle that could self-build and self-paint.

“What if we refuse?” he asked quietly.

“Refusal means death,” she said somberly.

When he turned back toward her, she held an assault rifle at his head she hadn’t been holding a second ago. It just materialized out of the air, or out of the stuff that made her body.

“You are matter that can and will be used to fuel the war effort to prepare the earth for the alien invasion,” she said without a trace of emotion. “You and your team will either showcase unique abilities in the tournaments, or you will be ground into dust, processed, and made into nanites. Either way, your existence serves the planet.”

He reached up and touched the gun barrel, and tried to push it aside, but it was immovable. The woman was far too strong for him to even budge her. She might’ve appeared to be a half-starved Japanese supermodel, but she was an artificial construct holding a gun constructed by stuff that could bind together in any way imaginable.

“Make your choice and return to the dome tomorrow for your assignment,” she said, and raised the weapon away from his face.

“Oh, I think we’ll be comfortable choosing the tournament,” he said.

She grinned. “Your team will be grouped with a cluster of other teams, and similar to the ofd FIFA World Cup first round, you will have three matches against newly trained teams like yourselves. At the end of those three matches, your team will advance or face elimination. The top two teams from each cluster will advance to the top 32 teams.”

“Lovely,” he responded wryly, filled with entirely too much dread.

He decided not to share this uncomfortable conversation with the girls when he got back to the ship. They were joking around and recounting their rapidly increasing series of successful moments, while a sadly smiling Aria spooned out large dollops of rice and beans and salsa on corn tortillas.

The next day would see them in the tournament. The schedule appeared in his user interface, showing that the team would have two matches the following day: one on offense, the other on defense, against two of the other teams in their four team cluster.

He tried, hard, to put on a facade of grim determination. He took Tinniel into the plush bedroom reserved for him and his appetites, intent on rewarding her for her exemplary growth in her skill in Gallantir. He couldn’t though, since a choker appeared around her neck when he closed the door. It was nearly identical to the chokers worn by Ashley, Rachel and Evie, except it was suddenly there as soon as he was alone with her, and it hadn’t been a second ago.

“What’s… how did that happen?” he asked.

“What?”

“Your choker. It’s normally invisible. But that’s not… that’s not possible.”

She appeared just as flummoxed as he felt, reaching up to touch it with one trembling hand. “I… don’t know.”

But it was possible. And, while he would’ve known about the choker and its strange properties if he’d had his trusty spork in his inventory, it was gone. He’d been so wrapped up in the events of the last week of training that he hadn’t noticed its absence, and now he’d forgotten that it existed. Ashley Wilkerson, for all intents and purposes, no longer existed. He was Ash Phoenix now.


34- She Wears My Symbol

Aseries of experiments confirmed that her choker did indeed disappear in the presence of the others, and reappear as soon as they were alone. It didn’t make a nanite of sense, except for a tiny itch at the back of his mind that said ‘yes, it’s supposed to be like that.’ He didn’t know what to make of that, either.

He watched the sun eclipsed by gathering clouds and a sudden heavy downpour that obscured the end of the day like a heavy gray blanket, trying to remember what he knew he’d forgotten.

After a while he checked his inventory, and only found a single choker still in it. This made sense; it was for Mizu. She was supposed to be a part of the team, and in fact they were supposed to be a seven member team with two potential substitutes for matches where the opposing team had an interesting balance or a weak link they could exploit. Mizu and Netsu were a Commander and a Challenger who knew their skill sets. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised if they knew his skill set better than he knew his own.

Eventually Ashley and Rachel came in and saw he was not on top of things, and got him a stiff whiskey from the onboard bar.

“You need sleep,” Ashley said.

“Her choker,” he said.

“It won’t help us win tomorrow. You sleeping will,” she told him, just as calmly as Ashley never was back in USA. Gods, she had changed so much.

“Master must sleep,” Rachel whispered in his ear. “A good pet will help Master sleep.”

Except his thoughts kept swirling and swirling. The choker. Netsu had something that belonged to him. She had stolen from him. He didn’t remember what he didn’t remember. The thing he couldn’t recall was to vital, so crucially important that it was literally a whirlwind circling over and over.

He had never experienced anxiety before. Then again, he had never been the master of over half a dozen gorgeous women before, all of whom depended on his protection and his ability to make informed decisions. It was like his brain had been replaced by a ball of wire, and his thought was a spark, simply traveling over that wire again and again, jumping from topic to topic. Guns, abilities, offensive, defensive, Mizu, Netsu, the thing he’d lost, the choker that belonged around Mizu’s neck.

Mizu. He couldn’t remember what her face looked like. She was… blue? She had blue eyes? No, that wasn’t right. Japanese people didn’t just have blue eyes. But before Japan… he couldn’t remember that either. The memories were elusive and also causing him pain. Trying to bring them to the surface was like trying to hammer in nails using only his forehead.

“Sleep,” Ashley urged.

On any other night he would have allowed the soft press of bodies to keep him laying down, but tonight it wasn’t possible. He couldn’t handle not knowing. He couldn’t handle the weird problem of the choker, the weird absence of memories from the before time, when they were over the Pacific Ocean. Because they hadn’t been over the Pacific, had they? It had been something else.

Fuck.

He sat up.

“Master?” Rachel asked. “Pet wishes you could—”

“Not yet,” he said, and headed to one of the consoles. He swiftly got access to the internet here, which also felt wrong. The interface, the links, the language, the way of getting to a UWR, a Universal Web Retrieval…

“Should be a URL,” he muttered to himself, then shook his head at the spike of agony that blossomed to life. “Ow, fuck.”

Mizu and Netsu were twins between certain ages, so it shouldn’t have been very difficult to get access to their identities. Except when he went into the net looking for them, he discovered walls of government encryption keeping him from prying into their private lives.

Evie proved capable of getting access to that kind of information, without much difficulty. She had hacked into the government births registry in under five minutes and the names of all maternal twins born between eighteen and nineteen years ago. He was almost certain they’d been in Mexico doing a sort of gap year trip away from Japan before entering the workforce or finding husbands. If he remembered correctly, their parents had gotten into a huge argument with them over the Gallantir tournaments, because they wanted to join teams, while their parents wanted them to work for a company producing nanotechnology or researching more destructive weapons to use against the incoming alien threat.

Evie quickly found them. “Here we go. Hideyoshi family. Father is Hideyoshi Yoshiro. Mother is Tamagatsu Ara. Hideyoshi Mizu and Netsu. They’re only a few hours north of here by train. We could probably fly there in under an hour.

“Set the navigation,” he said, feeling a huge weight settle into his mind, and rim his eyes with exhaustion. “I’m going to take a nap.”

The clock read one in the morning. They were scheduled to arrive at the dome at nine, just eight hours from now.

He barely felt Rachel slide one thigh over his hip before he was out.

***

Ash was in the middle of a nightmare when he awoke. He came to instant alertness, convinced something terrible was happening to the girls.

The guide knew they were fleeing the tournaments and had sent out some hunter killer robots to disintegrate them and grind them into nanite powder. He leapt out of bed and hit the console, which gave him all the different camera views, both inside and out. Nothing.

“Ash?” Ashley asked, fear evident.

“Hm?” he asked.

“What’s wrong?”

The cameras. The hunter killers had some means of evading detection. He dashed out the door and gave the verbal command to turn all the windows in their flying apartment transparent. He didn’t see anything but beads of rain on every available surface, some streaming down in rivulets.

A flash of lightning lit up the night, but he still didn’t detect anything.

“Master? What’s going on?”

It had been a nightmare.

“Nothing,” he said. It hadn’t been nothing. It was an oily black substance and he’d been up to his waist in it like quicksand. Like tar. Burning tar. It wasn’t just content to let him flail and burn either, but reached up tendrils of darkness that wrapped around his wrists, his elbows, his neck. Burning, pulling. And then his hands and eyes had flared with red energy, and he was surrounded by hooded, robed figures.

He rubbed at his neck.

“Where are we?” he asked, to try to distract from the nightmare. It had been so vivid, so realistic, like a memory rather than a dream. Obviously it was nonsense, a figment of his fear over what the guide had said.

“We’re over Iwate Prefecture,” Rachel told him.

“Obviously,” he whispered.

Ashley folded her arms and cocked out a hip, reminiscent of the old Ashley. “Seriously, Ash, are you all right? That thing with Tinniel really shook you, huh?” The idea of an ‘old Ashley’ sent another sliver of pain into his temple and down over one eye. Several flashes of memory, all wrong, went through his mind: Ashley in an apartment in America, Ashley with green skin and little tusks, and finally Ashley as a small blonde-haired elf, apparently, with white robes and a glowing holy symbol. The very notion of an Ashley in holy anything was ludicrous.

“Are we at the twins’ home?” he asked, trying to blink away and banish the headache that was worse than frequent bolts of lightning tearing apart the night sky.

Evie was still awake, but Aria and Tinniel were nowhere to be seen. Rachel and Ashley were clad in only panties and oversized Ash t-shirts, and he tried to appreciate how lucky he was to have them.

“Over the address now,” Evie told him. “Are we landing? What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to have a discussion with whoever’s there, find where the twins are, or where they went, and everybody else is staying here.”

Three pairs of eyes stared at him, but thankfully none of them said anything.

“I’ll be right back.”

They had to set down in the road, which for some reason set Ash off again. How would people drive their cars if Ash’s big boat blocked off the whole road? Of course, that was silly though, and after another pulse of a headache he realized that everyone in Japan would have a flying car. Roads were only there for pick up, drop off, and a reminder that it was difficult to remake all of society from roadways that had been used for hundreds of years without bulldozing the whole of traditional Japanese urban and suburban areas.

The house below appeared like all the others: traditional in style, smile but immaculately kept, complete with perimeter wall and small garden. A few planters held flowers currently taking a pummeling from the driving rain.

Ash didn’t wait out in the rain for Mr. Hideyoshi to answer the bell and admit him, but instead vaulted the wall, dislodging a single ceramic tile and sending it clattering to the sidewalk. With his improved stats, he had no problem doing that much. Then he made for the overhanging roof and the shelter it offered from the rain. Still, he was soaked through by the time he reached the front door and pounded on it.

It took a long time and a lot of knocking for a light to come on within, and just as long for a robed Japanese man in his middle age to make his bleary way to the door. Beyond him was an immaculate and minimalist house, all the empty wall space thick with full bookshelves or the occasional photo of the father shaking hands with important people.

“What is the meaning of this? I have a doorbell—” He froze at the sight of Ash. “Gaijin!”

“You’re just begging to get punched in the face, Hideyoshi-san,” he said.

The way the older man looked, with his top knot, his severe features, in his loose robe with its voluminous sleeves, he could’ve been a master of the blade. Ash wouldn’t have been surprised to see the man shift to the side, draw the blade, and cut him down in a single fluid motion.

Instead Mr. Hideyoshi unleashed a stabbing finger. “You ruined everything! This is your fault!”

“That’s the last time you touch me without a broken finger,” Ash said quietly, and advanced on the older man. Surprised perhaps, Mizu and Netsu’s father backed off a few steps and unwillingly let Ash into the house.

Yes. A single photo of the twins as babies, staring up at the camera man in confusion, with a sign resting on their bellies reading ‘100’ and ‘days’. The only other photo sat next to a small trophy of a shark: Mizu at about twelve years old and wearing a school swim costume, beaming at the camera. Every other surface had a landscape painting, a bookshelf, or a photo of this man grinning and standing next to Japanese celebrities. Ash stared in amazement at the photos, realizing he knew these Japanese celebrities and that made no sense, but he snapped himself out of it and stared at the furious old man.

“We need to talk,” he said.

“I have nothing to say to you, gaijin. You are not welcome in this house. I will have the police called. You are trespassing!”

“Then I talk and you listen.”

“Yoshiro?” A woman’s voice asked, groggy. “What is—”

“Return to the bedroom, woman,” Hideyoshi said. “This… scum will be leaving soon, either of his own volition, or in handcuffs.”

Their mother was a classic Japanese beauty, though with a significant paunch from having twins, and years of soft living. Still, despite the extra padding she was still a sight to behold. She was presently clutching at her own dressing gown, which had little yellow electric mice all over it in adorable poses.

“You can stay for this,” Ash said to the twins’ mother, and took another menacing step towards Hideyoshi. He, of course, backed off further.

Yoshiro started to speak again, “You can’t—” but Ash steamrolled him.

“Oh, I can, you pompous and overblown excuse for a father.”

“They are my daughters. Mine. I will not allow you or anyone else to tell me how to raise my daughters.”

“You tell him, Yoshiro!” the wife said. “No gaijin comes into our house at all hours of the night and calls into question our parenting choices.”

“Is that so?” Ash asked, his tone deadly quiet. “Have you been raising them?”

His eyes widened, and she rocked back as if slapped; Ash had just hit the man between the eyes with the truth. Now it was his turn to throw an accusing finger at him, and swing it around to his wife.

“Or have you just handed off the responsibility to someone else, while you concentrated on your own lives? What do you know about your girls, except Miss’s swimming trophy from more than five years ago?”

“How dare you?” Yoshiro seethed.

“Your daughters are thinking human beings with their own hopes and dreams, and at a certain point you just have to allow them to begin living their lives instead of attempting complete control over them.”

“They will never join those wretched tournaments!” Hideyoshi roared. “Never! I would sooner die than…” He trailed off as Ash took yet another step toward him, and this time when he stepped back, he hit the wall just beneath the photo of himself with the Minister of the Interior. Chummy. Buddy buddy, arms around shoulders.

“You two drink together?” Ash asked in a deadly quiet voice. “How often?” He didn’t wait but instead kept on. “What about that photo? I’d bet Tita Rosalia took the photo of Mizu at her swim meet. Where are the photos of Netsu? And where are photos of them in the last five years? Jesus, where are all the photos of them growing up?”

The man’s mouth opened and closed, but the words seemed to be getting through at last. He didn’t have words, and neither did his wife.

Hideyoshi Yoshiro might’ve been a big deal to someone, and probably a big deal in his own mind, but he still flinched down and made a pathetic sound when Ash’s hand blurred to motion. The man who’d shaken hands with Japan’s celebrities and politicians didn’t have enough power to stop his knees from buckling and from sliding to the floor. The only violence was Ash digging dozens of shards of glass into the two men, and scratching the photo as he shattered it.

“Your daughter wears my symbol now,” he said, and produced the last choker he hadn’t given to Mizu. “She’s not yours any longer. And if I have my way, the other one is going to wear my symbol before the night’s over.”

The mother made an anguished croaking sound, clutching her hands together before her like she was praying.

“Now, you’re going to tell me where Tita Rosalia lives, and then I’m going to leave you to your sad, pathetic, selfish lives. Your daughters will both be with me from now on.”

It was a tall boast, but he hoped he was right.


35- It’s A Leash

It took another twenty minutes to navigate through the storm and reach the place where Hideyoshi and his wife told him where Tita Rosalia lived. This wasn’t the nice part of town.

Ash’s headache had only increased. He was convinced that something had happened before they arrived in Japan. Clearly they weren’t good at the Gallantir system, they were new to it, and that meant they’d done something back in America. Which left Ash both trying to remember what the hell they’d been doing, and also trying to avoid thinking about it. After all, every time he tried, the pain at his left temple pulsed worse and worse, and continued to spread. The red rimmed feeling around his eyes only continued to worsen as well.

He needed to find Netsu and Mizu.

Tita Rosalia’s place was actually just a section of a partitioned off house, a single residence turned into four micro apartments you’d sometimes see on the internet. Four people living in a room the size of a closet? That’s not the half of it. No, two extra people inevitably lived there and worked nights. When the children were away, those people were sleeping away most of the day in that same apartment.

Rosalia had it only marginally better, living in a place with two bedrooms most Americans would consider small walk-in closets, with a small kitchen redolent of fish.

She was just exiting the apartment when Ash came up to knock on the door. From not far off, he sensed people watching. Other occupants of the house.

“You’re Tita Rosalia?” he asked the woman.

“You’re Ash?” He loved her immediately. From the wonderful accent, the sad smile, to the very colorful clothes, everything about her was both hard won and somehow cheerful. She was a delightful person, and he could tell just from a one second glimpse of her apartment and her face. This woman had come from nothing, built up a life here, made the lives of other people better, and even though she had practically nothing she was still grateful to have the little bit she’d scraped for over the course of her fifty or sixty years.

He wouldn’t be even remotely surprised to learn that she lived off less than half of the salary Netsu’s parents paid her, which was almost criminally low in Japan, and sent the rest home to the Philippines to prop up her family.

“I’m Ash, and I’m looking for a pair of twins,” he told her. “If you’ve seen them, I’d like to take them back to my warm, dry, air conditioned flying ship, and save the world with them.”

She smiled at him. “Netsu mention you might come. Come in, come in, I have some food.”

He tried to protest that he didn’t really have time to eat, and he was also far too big to fit in her tiny apartment, but he caught sight of Mizu as soon as he stepped into the fishy kitchen.

“Good, good, you have a seat. Here’s polvoron, it’s cookie, and here’s boy bawang, it’s corn chip with garlic. Alamaya bring it last week from Philippines. I warm up some lumpia. Sit down, sit down.”

She pushed him toward the little bedroom, which doubled as a dining room apparently, and found himself staring at Mizu.

She was in a bedroom that also did work as a closet in addition to living room, because it was stacked with basically everything Rosalia owned, in plastic boxes, or on the sole bookshelf, which doubled as a TV stand for a small flat screen monitor.

He sat on a plastic stool and looked at the one square meter of clear space in between the dining table and the bed where Mizu was staring at him.

She bolted upright, looking every bit the cornered animal.

“Ash, I… I have to go.”

He held up a hand. “We have to talk. Where’s Netsu?”

“I… you… Ash what’s wrong?”

She wasn’t blue. She wasn’t water. That made no sense. Mizu wasn’t blue and she wasn’t water, she was a Japanese girl just out of high school doing a gap year to get some space between her uptight parents and herself, to attempt to have a life for herself. She and her sister were trying to sort out their trauma, and they weren’t made of water or anything else, for that matter.

But seeing her like this, in cut off shorts, in fishnets and with her hair colored blue and pink made him clutch his head and hiss out several pained breaths. He was having an aneurysm. Whatever was happening had given him a fucking stroke or something.

“Mizu…” he managed, but visions of her made completely of water stole over him, and he collapsed on the floor. He spilled Filipino cookies and corn ships on the floor, cracked his head against the bed, and wound up with his head in Mizu's lap.

“What’s wrong with him?” Rosalia asked, from far away.

“He doesn’t have his spork,” Mizu said quietly, her anguish coming through fully. “This is all my fault.”

“He no have lumpia, is the problem,” Rosalia said. “I make some. It’s ready.”

Mizu chuckled. “Tita, he doesn’t need lumpia, he…”

“Eh, he need Netsu. And lumpia.”

Ash found something scalding his mouth and he recoiled, and grimaced at the pain now on his lips. Mizu blew on it for him, and eventually he found himself biting into a spring roll-like food with salty stuff inside, delicious and flavorful. The taste and the burning in his mouth both helped ease his migraine, or at least distract him from it.

“You find your sister, eh?” Rosalia suggested.

“I…”

“You say she love this Ash here?”

“I… Tita, it’s not… it’s not that simple.”

“Simple. You get her. You bring her. And then you talk.”

“I can’t look at her, Tita. I can’t see her face. I hate her. I… you don’t know what he did. What they both did.”

“Pfff, you no hate her,” Rosalia told her. “You sisters. Sisters fight and make up, fight and make up. Today fight, tomorrow laugh. And now, there’s boy here. Maybe Netsu and boy, maybe Mizu and boy, maybe neither.” She laughed loudly. “Maybe both! Now,” she said, in a tone that was both good-natured and brooked no disagreement, “go and bring Netsu.”

“Maybe… I hate him too.”

“Bah! He is boy. Many boys out there. Too much energy hating one boy.”

“Wait,” Ash managed, stretching a hand toward Mizu. “I’ll… go…”

“You can’t,” Rosalia said. “You stay, have lumpia. Feel better.”

Mizu left without a word, and only a complicated glance Ash’s way. The rain, pounding down outside, swallowed her up.

Little by little, the headache began to subside. He had to concentrate on his surroundings, and the sensations Rosalia was surrounding him with. Scents of garlic, fish, pork and oil. The salty and delicious taste of the spring roll food she’d just fried up. The uncomfortable feel of the floor, which was soon the insufficient padding of the nanny’s bed. How this old woman slept on that he couldn’t understand. The feeling of her rough hand patting his cheek. Her skin was cracked and peeling from constant dish-washing. She called him a good boy over and over again, and fed him lumpia.

Reality brought him out of the pain.

“I need to go,” he said, only to get a laugh out of the aging Filipino woman.

“Which girl you made a woman?” she asked, smiling.

“Hm?”

“Netsu, she’s strong, stubborn. She always yell at her Tita, but she listens.” She nodded at him. “I can see you make a woman from Netsu, maybe. Now, Mizu… she naive, no… cares. Carefree. She’s not seeing in front of her. Easy to trick Mizu. Smart though. Brian full of books, we say in my home country.”

“Oh yeah?”

“You trick Mizu out of her pants?” She sized him up further. “No, I don’t think so. So, Netsu?”

He draped an arm over his eyes and tried to keep the light from paining his head more. “Would it surprise you to learn it was both?” he asked weakly.

“Both!” She doubled over, hands on her knees, laughing. She sounded a bit like a donkey doing this, braying laughter until she could barely breathe, only to start honking laughs over and over again. For a long time this went on, until she took off thick glasses and wiped her eyes. He liked her even more over the several minutes this went on, while she slapped her knee and shook her head in mute amusement. “Oh, yes. Now this man get caught between heaven and hell, angel and devil. Devil and other devil, instead. I can see, Mizu, she has a demon in her she never let out. I can’t say if you smart or stupid, American. I see a lot better now.”

She continued to feed him, and he found lumpia to be exquisite. He could eat this stuff every single day of his life and be happy to have it again the next.

Some time after this, he heard shouting from outside. Luckily his head was feeling quite a lot less awful than before. He got slowly to his feet and squeezed past Rosalia to where Mizu and Netsu were in a desperate struggle.

They weren’t quite on the covered hallway porch he didn’t have a name for. Mizu was soaked through, as was Netsu, but Mizu was out of the rain and Netsu was still in the thick of it. Mizu had her older sister by the arm and wasn’t letting go. It was clear Netsu didn’t want to go with her, but she also had no wish to hurt her sister, so it was simply a tug of war.

“I’m… not… going back,” Netsu hissed at her sister. “Not… if he’s… in there.” Her mini-skirt was even more revealing than Mizu’s, her stockings even more full of holes, her cleavage more emphasized. She had the two meatball hair ties holding twin pigtails that were easily a meter long. “He can eat a whole bag full of dicks!”

“You… need to… give it back!”

“That’s enough,” he said.

They froze and straightened. Netsu’s hand immediately drifted up to her neck, where the choker was still clasped around her neck.

“Ash!” She stammered. “I… you… you weren’t… why are you… how did you find us?”

He shook his head. Netsu, she wasn’t the Netsu he’d known… Another bright white bolt of agony went in just at his temple and caused him to wince.

“It’s hurting him,” Mizu said.

“Well he… he should’ve…”

“Give it to me, Netsu,” he croaked, and the pain of pulling his head up to look at her dropped right into his guts, rebounded, then surged up into his stomach, which came flying up out of his throat. He vomited up all the lumpia, then clutched his head and fell to his knees.

“You did this!” She shouted, and pointed an accusing finger at him. “You should’ve just given it to me. No, I had to go steal it.”

He couldn’t even remember what it was at this point, and trying to think of what it was only made him sicker. But he had to recall the thing. Then he could tell Mizu to get it.

Without it though, he couldn’t make his brain… it was small. The thing he needed was very small.

He vomited again.

“You’re hurting him!” Mizu shrieked.

Blood was spurting out of his nose now. It was small… and plastic.

Ash clenched his teeth into a snarl. Behind him, Rosalia was saying something also, but right now the only thing he could do was crawl toward Netsu. She, in turn, was staring down at him in horror, with one hand clutching her choker.

“If I give it to you… if I give it to you, will you promise…”

“No,” he growled. “No promises.”

She was crying and shaking her head.

“Netsu, are you crazy?” Mizu barked. “Give it to him!”

“What is it, then?” Netsu asked, suddenly smug. Her entire demeanor changed. “What do I have? What did I take from you? Can you even remember?”

His body went through more spasms. Mizu was screaming.

Ash wasn’t going to let her win. She had lied, and she had stolen from him. Lied a bunch of times. This wasn’t her first lie. So he summoned up some long-forgotten resource that had once given him the power of a god, and struggled, but he got to his feet and stared into her eyes. The look of smug satisfaction left her face, and in its place was uncertainty.

“It’s a leash,” he told her, and even the quiet words got flecks of his blood on her face. “The one I hold… while you crawl on all fours... behind me. I clip it… to the choker you wear… that shows you’ve given yourself… to me.”

She let out a shaky breath. Her eyes fell from his breaking a staring contest he hadn’t known they were having, and fell downwards. Was she staring at his crotch? He wouldn’t put it past her.

“It’s the leather strap I’m going to use… to whip your ass… until you can’t sit down… for a full week.” She winced, perhaps imagining him doing that to her.

They stared at each other for a long moment, before she fell to her knees and produced the thing in two hands, like it was a samurai sword and he was the emperor of the entire country.

In her hands was a black plastic spork.

***

“Do you wish to have your Tita Rosalia come with us?” he asked Mizu. Netsu hadn’t moved from her place at his feet, head down and pigtails gathered in her hands so they wouldn’t get full of rain. He, Mizu and Rosalia stood in the long porch that gave access to this building’s several small apartments, which also served as a storage area for a small horde of boxes and cookware.

Rosalia was staring at the spork.

“Oh,” she said, in an awed tone, eyes locked on it. “Oh.”

“You can come with us,” he said. “Keep the person you were, remember everything. You don’t have to, but you’re welcome to.”

She looked back into her house, then at Mizu and Netsu. After some deliberation, she shook her head. “I stay.”

He nodded.

“Everything almost the same. My daughter living in Japan.” He held up his hands in defeat. “I have a lot of church friends need lumpia,” she told him. “Bibingkang nasi. Sisig. And pansit for everyone birthday. Mei has birthday coming.”

“I hear you. Those all sound delicious.” He turned to the twins. “You have strong feelings about this?”

Mizu shook her head. He reached into his inventory and handed her the last choker, almost absentmindedly. Netsu hadn’t raised her head from where she knelt on the pavement.

Rosalia chortled. Mizu took it and stared at the choker, then at him, then at it again. Finally she threaded her fingers into his and held his hand with the choker in between.

“Thank you for the lumpia,” he told her. “It was delicious. I threw it up, but it wasn’t your fault.”

“You good boy.”

The rain had slacked, but all three of them were already soaked. He and Mizu descended the stairs and walked past Netsu, who started and turned to watch them pass.

Ash half wondered if she would stay out of spite. She was really upset with him for not giving her the spork, not going after Mizu, for focusing on the mission. The two of them were gamers through and through, and losing them was going to cost him the chance to conquer this system. As it was, if they couldn’t get back to the dome in time to compete, he might just have to fly the ship back across the wall and out of the system entirely. He had no idea what would happen to his Gallantir progress—such as it was— if he left. Would he reset? Would it pick up where he left off?

“I’m sorry for how things went down,” he told Mizu.

“Me too,” she said, and hugged herself to his arm.

Exhaustion and the weight of all the blood loss and migraine pain struck him hard, like the doctor’s anesthetic suddenly kicking in. He sagged, and she struggled to hold his weight. “Ugh… how well do you know how to play Gallantir?”


Interlude VI- Getting Crabs

Omega couldn’t exactly be sure what he was looking at, but he was almost entirely sure he was disappointed by it.

It stank, for one thing. Games weren’t supposed to make you wrinkle your nose.

The three and only game systems he had met, figured out, rose in the ranks, and then conquered had all been spectacular. Gallantir, obviously, he had destroyed the qualifying rounds, crushed the leader boards and then smashed a number of his admirers and ambitious, young, stupid fangirls afterwards.

The street fighting game, where he had traveled the globe, from Australia to Moscow, in search of stronger and stronger opponents, defeating them in brutal one on one combat, with some of them even using Gallantir-like skills that bordered on the magical. Then he had smashed Callie, the vanquished soldier girl, and transformed all of that street fighting game territory into Gallantir.

Following that, his third had been the racing game. He’d had lavish parties, high priced wine and bubbly, and more women throw themselves at him than even he could handle.

All three of these had been grandiose: people watching and cheering, challenges against his fellow humans, and Omega coming out on top in every instance. After all, he was the pinnacle of humanity. He was what humankind had been evolving into over the last two million or so years: a tall, muscular, coordinated man with quick reflexes, good instincts and a capable mind.

So what in the fuck was he doing managing a crab shack?

He stared out at the rickety wooden tables and the stools, the plates heaping with discarded bits of crab shell, and the disgusting people slurping crab meat out of legs and such. The dim lights, the slow service, the fetid heat of the kitchen, all of them mystified him.

He should be saving the world. He should be… battling aliens across the galaxy, or perhaps even taking on a sports game, where he was the manager of a premier league club. Or battling monsters with a sword given to him by a dying old man, collecting coins and components in order to upgrade his gear, find more hearts, get better magic spells, and battle various boss monsters.

Omega could have done any of those things and instead stared down at the ancient paper ledger of expenditures and receipts, taped and glued in day by day.

“We’re runnin’ low on crabs, there Mr. Praathi. What are we gonna do if the customers go on orderin’ and we got no stock to boil up?” Omega glanced at the short redhead with the splash of freckles like she had just asked him to inspect these bunions on her toes. “That crab shack next door is gonna put us out of business!”

Omega turned a confused look out the cracked and dirty window at the nicer seafood restaurant just next door. Sure it had peeling paint on the clapboard walls, but it had paint. His crab shack felt like it would blow over in a stiff breeze.

“Got no choice but to catch more,” the head cook answered, a miserable old fart with nine fingers and a beard that by all rights was long enough to be in the crab pot.

Omega, killer of men, winner of the Grand Prix and Le Mans, regarded the grizzled cook with the one eye and the scars all over his body. The cook, MacGuffin was his name, was pointing out toward a fishing boat. The same boat a shark had killed in the film Jaws, essentially. And it looked to have been built in the 70’s as well.

“She’s all yours, boss.”

***

Omega… knew how to pilot a boat. He had never done this before, but his hands just went about the process of starting up the motor, untying the boat from the moorings, and the other things he was doing he didn’t have words for.

The air held the same tang of salt, but with less steamy humidity as the shack, thankfully. Although the redhead was cute, and Siya was scrubbing dishes and throwing crab shells into gigantic garbage bags, he was glad to be out in the open air. His body was built for physical labor.

If only this game world had thrown up various fruits over and over again, for him to slice in half before they hit the ground. That he could’ve done. Instead he had to try and enjoy the wind in his hair, the vast expanse of the sea, and the thrill of the catch.

He watched himself, detached, as he clomped around in big rubber overalls and got the cages in order, sticking bits of dead fish on the interior. He was vaguely aware that crab fishing didn’t go like this. You couldn’t just take out a chintzy little nothing boat, throw out some cages, and catch crabs. He was almost certain crab fishing—or it could’ve been lobster fishing—was highly paid, and highly dangerous.

Still, he watched himself attach the cages to the lines and throw them overboard. He was simply a passenger in his own body, a man who somehow had a knit cap on and tattoos of squid and anchors on his forearms. A man who waved to the other distant fishing boats. After some time slowly circling the same area, he watched himself reel them back in.

Crabs, part of him thought, did not live in these sorts of waters. They didn’t cling to the lines like this.

But each one he picked up automatically vanished into his boat’s inventory, which was nice. Also not so bad: they didn’t stink like he thought they would. Perhaps he was getting used to the smell. A crab counter in the periphery of his vision told him he’d caught 12, 13, 14… and on up to 60, which was his little boat’s capacity.

On the voyage back to the docks, he found the menu for the game.

Boat Upgrades:

Boat size +1: $100

Catch capacity +60: $50

Speed +10: $200

Maneuverability +10: $100

Basic Scuba gear: $300

Basic Harpoon: $150

Hire assistant: $500/week

He whistled, low and long. And that died in his throat the moment he found another tab.

Kitchen Upgrades:

Kitchen size +1: $100

Cook Speed +10: $200

Add Menu Item +1: $100

Basic cooking gear: $100

Dishwasher: $200

Refrigerator: $400

Hire cook: $400/week

Hire dishwasher: $200/week

Omega swore. He’d found another tab.

Dining Room and Restaurant Upgrades:

Dining room size +1: $1000

Basic Tables and Chairs: $200

Wait Staff Speed +10: $100/week

Hire wait staff: $200/week

Exterior Decor: (variable, see decor options)

Interior Decor: (variable, see decor options)

He very nearly gave up the moment he opened the decor options and found festive string lighting, tiki torches, palm trees, and far, far more. Pathway stones, lawn gnomes eating crabs whole, paint job options, giant crabs made of papier mache to put behind the restaurant signboard, awnings, and that wasn’t even halfway down the list. At the very bottom a frowning Omega read: outdoor wet bar, glass bottom swimming pools with outdoor seating in the water itself, and a variety of fish mascots.

It appeared this would only be a crab shack until he upgraded it into a fucking sushi restaurant. Which, if the upgrade situation went as he expected, was going to take a seriously long time. Although he couldn’t see the boat upgrades, he was betting he would be in a SCUBA suit before long, harpooning fish to bring back to MacGuffin. And a million upgrades later, they would somehow be getting salmon instead of crabs, off the coast of England. Sure it made no sense, but video games often didn’t. One by one, he would expand the kitchen, spruce up the dining area, make the place nice to look at, beef up the boat, catch more fish, sell more fish, and eventually put the neighboring restaurants out of business.

It would take ages. Luckily, on his voyage back to the shack, he had time to visit these upgrades. And even better, he had some starting money. He could do as he pleased with it, so boat speed was the first thing to be upgraded. Faster boat meant faster catches. 200 dollars disappeared out of a menu bar at the top of his periphery, leaving him with $900, total.

Speed +10 now cost $1,000. He tried not to swear and roll his eyes, then went back through the decor options.

He read through the interior decor options until he reached the giant aquariums full of exotic tropical fish, before he stopped. There was no punching his way out of this one.

“Why is this happening?” he breathed.

He didn’t think he was going to enjoy this, but he was damn sure going to give it his all. The last two game zones had encompassed the majority of Asia, and the majority of Europe, respectively. This one might give him the whole of the Atlantic Ocean.

“Eyes on the price,” he told himself. “Got to spend money to make money.”


36- Schism Forms

The girls freaked out upon seeing him, either fluttering around him uselessly or, in the case of Evie and Aria, springing into action to help him.

“Who did this?” Ashley demanded. The submissive, cowering girl she’d been in Spellcraft was replaced by her old self. She turned an immediate fiery look on Mizu.

“It wasn’t her,” he said. “It was the spork.”

“The what?” Rachel asked.

All motion ceased when he produced it again. They stared at it, barely daring to breathe in case they broke it. They stared, while like him, their memories all returned.

This Gallantir Japan had been similar enough to pre-apocalypse earth that the memory loss wasn’t easy to track. Instead it had been subtle, near impossible to see happening. And once your mind was gone, how would you even know to try getting it back?

“Netsu took it from me,” he said.

“What the fuck?” Ashley demanded. The others echoed this to different degrees: Rachel shock, Tinniel disbelief and bewilderment, though Evie shared Ashley’s fury.

“It’s fine,” he said.

“It’s not fine. We’re supposed to fight in five hours. We’re not ready.”

“Then we need to get some sleep,” he said. He was completely exhausted. It had taken everything he had to stand up when he was trying to remember what the goddamn spork was.

“Netsu is outside,” Aria told them.

All of them turned to look. On the monitors they had several views of Netsu on her knees, head hung, pigtails dragging on the wet street. That mini skirt was not meant for more than standing; it had ridden up and exposed her ass completely, showing that she was wearing a tiny white thong that shifted with iridescent colors, like the skirt.

“I’ll kill her,” Ashley stated, and jabbed at the button to open the hatch.

“Ashley—” he said, but he literally had nothing left in the tank. She either didn’t hear him, or just ignored him.

No, she marched over to the door and out. She’d been dressed in her pajamas: an oversized t-shirt Ash might wear with patterns of little monsters you could catch in a ball, and panties. That was it. She was almost instantly soaked to the core too, causing the t-shirt to cling to her body in all the places.

“Do we need to—” Tinniel belatedly asked, but Ashley’s scream interrupted her.

“You bitch!” she screamed, and got a fistful of Netsu’s hair. It didn’t seem to matter that tears and snot were running down the girl’s hair, or the pathetic sound that came out of her throat. Ashley snarled in her face and roared in defiance, then said something none of them could hear.

A short conversation followed, in which Ashley held Netsu by the throat and whispered directly in her face. She was facing away from the ship, so none of them would be able to see, even if they could read lips.

“Go stop her,” Ash said quietly. All eyes turned to him.

Evie made a snort of dark laughter. “No! I want to see the bitch ground into the fucking pavement.”

“She’s my sister!” Mizu shouted.

“Go. Stop. Her,” Ash repeated.

Evie gestured to the screens. “Why would we—”

“You heard him,” Rachel snapped. “We have to stop her.”

“Stop her now,” Mizu urged, and went to run out the door.

But when they turned to rush out of the ship and out into the rain, the situation had already changed. Ashley had her fingers threaded into Netsu’s hair, and the older of the twins was crawling on all fours, head down, into the ship. Nobody stopped her, nobody intervened. Ash rolled off the beanbag chair and Rachel sprang to help him to his feet, but Ashley held a hand toward him.

“Nobody’s going to die today,” Ashley said. “Netsu knows her place now. And we have four hours to sleep, and a half hour for breakfast before we have to be in the dome and suiting up. Aria and Seffie will get us back to the dome. Now, I’m going to take my boyfriend to bed, and that one…” She pointed at Netsu. “Is not allowed in the room. It’s me and him for the next four hours, and anybody who intrudes gets their fucking face clawed off.”

The old Ashley was back.

Once in the big bedroom, she peeled off his clothes and toweled him off, and kissed him all over his face while pulling the blankets up and tucking him in.

“You look like you’ve been through hell,” she breathed, and slid into bed beside him, draping herself over his body. “Get some sleep, babe. Tomorrow won’t be easy.”

No demanding sex, no sitting on his face and grinding until she came. No acrobatic sex required. No breaking things in the apartment while she flailed in ecstasy.

Maybe the old Ashley was still gone after all.

***

“We want to win, don’t we?” Rachel asked.

“We have to win,” Evie retorted. “I forgot all about the mission without the spork. There’s some kind of evil magic cabal that tried to destroy the whole planet and they’re gonna come back.”

“That’s not the fucking point,” Ashley spat.

Ash stopped on his way into the kitchen, where all of them were having beans, rice, eggs, and vegetables all in omelette form. Aria and Seffie were serving, while Mizu, Evie, Ashley, Rachel and Tinniel dug in.

Aria looked his way, but he held a finger to his lips and shook his head just slightly. Then he retreated to where he could listen in.

Netsu was nowhere to be found. He located her with one of the ship’s many consoles, huddled in a small bed in one of the tiny bedrooms that made up the lower deck. She was facing away from the camera, so he couldn’t see whether Ashley had beaten her face or simply thrown her in there.

“The point is,” Ashley went on, “that bitch down there fucking betrayed Ash. She stole our link to our real selves and went off to do her own thing. Fuck her.”

“She is a Gallantir player,” Rachel said.

“I don’t care if she’s an Olympic medalist at the fucking game,” Ashley spat. “She nearly killed Ash and nearly stranded us in this… okay it’s a really nice future Japan place, but that’s not the point. We almost forgot who we were.”

Some of the old Ashley was back anyway.

“She’s not joining the team, and she’s especially not subbing in for me. Fuck her and fuck that.”

Rachel laid her hand on Mizu’s. “You can take my place on the team. I’m terrible. I’m not any good at it. Can’t get my head around the maps and where I am in the level. I can’t figure out which skills to use when. It always seems like every time I round a corner my brains get blown out.”

“If Ash allows it,” Mizu said. “He and I still have much to discuss.”

He walked in. “Ash will allow it,” he said, and thanked Seffie and Aria for the food before digging in. “We’ll have to have that discussion later.” Although he had slept, he didn’t feel rested, and they had a tournament bracket to win. Meaning they needed to win two out of the three matches they fought today. Starting in… oh, ten minutes.

And if it wasn’t hard enough to play the game on only a few days’ training, they now had a new teammate they hadn’t trained with.

“Let’s get moving and suited up,” he said. “We need to review Mizu’s skills on the way in.”

He stopped and gave Rachel a long kiss on their way out, a little extra reassurance that she was incredible and not at all to blame for anything that had happened. It was also to show thankfulness for her sacrifice.

Though it probably didn’t feel like much of a sacrifice, since she kept getting killed over and over again with barely anything to show of it.

Ash got suited up in a daze, barely able to concentrate on the forms of the girls in their state of undress. Afterwards they made their way through an underground tunnel hallway where a timer floated in front of them, and ticked the seconds down until their battle began. showing highlight reels of the opposing qualifying team, going up against the hologram training squads. The team was called Indomitus, and the AI generated logo was an illustrated white dinosaur head in a triangle, with a red border, the kind of thing you might see on a hockey jersey.

Mizu stopped and regarded them solemnly, nodding several times.

“What are you seeing?”

“Three of them are quick attackers. They’ll rush lanes using fast movement skills. It looks like they go up all three lanes simultaneously in a blitzkrieg fashion on attack… and defense? They take the attack to the attackers. They don’t have any of Evie style combatants, only commanders you and fast strikers like Ashley.”

“We’re on attack though,” he said, already worried given how badly they’d done in their training round.

“It will not feel like it,” she said.

In position, it appeared the terrain was more of a European castle than the two levels they’d fought in before. First, his Roll of the Dice skill notified him that he’d only rolled a 1, and that meant +300 nanites for the round. He immediately spent them on the enhanced pistol, which had better stopping power than the standard issue.

“Evie, did you hear that?” he asked.

“This map is not the standard,” Evie replied. “There are only two sites for us. And there are some secret tunnels here and here. Look.”

“Did you hear what Mizu said?”

They had only two minutes. Ashley and Tinniel drew in.

“Yeah I heard her,” she grumped.

“We’ll bait them to come to us, group up here and here. You see a good place for the sentry?”

She nodded, and pointed to a spot on the map. Her grouchiness over Mizu joining the team was already beginning to grate. “And if they come through the secret passages?” she asked.

“We go plant that crypto surge.”

The buy phase was over and they rushed up to their positions, with Mizu and Tinniel heading out to either flush them out, or find an undefended site where they could plant the surge. Tinniel had it this time.

With a surge of movement Mizu had already shot ahead, while Tinniel shot her arrow in the hopes that anyone directly down the hall were already rushing up right into Mizu’s sights.

It wasn’t even funny. Three of the opposing combatants appeared on radar and Mizu whipped around the corner firing, taking two of them down before she took a shot, then another one. She activated a teleport and headed back to where Tinniel was obscuring the doorway into the site B hallway.

In the meantime, Evie’s drone headed out through the main site A hallway. Ashley had the secret passage covered, and the sentry bot had a good angle on both the hallway to A, and the short hall linking their approach to A and B. The sentry, essentially an assault rifle on a tripod, constantly sighed in both approaches, back and forth, back and forth.

“The other two are defending a site each, I think,” Evie said. “One at the A site.”

Ash took off through the secret passage, pelting down the long, narrow hallway where he’d be a sitting duck should anyone peek around the corner. They had visual on all three remaining combatants. While he did, the last fast striker had taken out Tinniel, but had fallen to Mizu in turn. Mizu had picked up the crypto surge but was heavily injured, basically one more shot from death herself.

Ash came in over coms. “Evie and Ashley on Mizu’s position. Take out the site B protector.”

He had the fading blue image of the defender crouched behind a stack of boxes in the next room. They had to have moved by now, after destroying Evie’s drone.

Then he burst out of the hallway and to where he thought they’d be, using Mesmer and Fiery to give him the barest hint of an edge.

They were just close enough to have the wavering cloud of Mesmer appear overhead. He found a woman with a gun pointed at him, and he fired five times in rapid succession. She fell.

It was four on one.

They closed out the round with a crypto surge planted at site B by Mizu. The last defender eventually got Evie, then Ashley, but headed towards Ash’s position following a frantic call from the woman he’d gotten in the site B room.

They all appeared in the spawn zone with the word Victory! Sirens of the Mist hovering in front of their faces, followed by 1-0.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. Okay.”

“Whooooooooooo!” Tinniel exulted, hands thrust high and dancing in a circle.

Roll of the Dice ended up giving him a roll of 4 this time, for a random weapon upgrade. This was the only useless roll possibility of the eight, because it often upgraded a sniper rifle he would never buy, then the grenade launcher, which he would also never buy.

This time though it upgraded the Talon Heavy Pistol, the weapon he was using right this moment. It would have enhanced damage, range, accuracy (on the first shot), and an increased clip size of two extra rounds.

“Well that’s something,” he muttered, and kept his nanites. Making the kill had energized him enough to use his two Basic skills again in the first moments of the round, and he had no complaints.

From there, they fanned out. Mizu took lane A this time, with Evie running as backup. Except, when Mizu called for her to hold off on the drone deployment and intel gathering, Evie ignored her and deployed immediately. The drone went soaring off and was inevitably destroyed in seconds.

“What did you do that for?” Mizu asked.

“Keep coms channels clear,” Ash said, but he was interrupted by Evie.

“This bitch didn’t train with us,” Evie snapped. “She doesn’t know.”

Mizu got tag teamed by two of the enemy intercepters a handful of moments later, followed closely by Evie eating bullets from the same guns. And just like that, their push on site A ended, and the enemy converged on B.

Three on five was not good odds, especially when the two fallen had accomplished zero objectives.

Ash’s heart sank. Ashley turned a fearful look his way, and he knew she’d also just succumbed to one of the worst problems a battlefield could throw at you: loss of morale.

“Tin, trap here please?” he asked. “Take Ashley right and loop around to the objective. Recon arrow for a diversion on my mark. Easy does it, okay?”

It was a similarly defeated Tinniel who jabbed an arrow into the wall of the castle, and it automatically sent several tripwires off in several different angles. The result was a spiderweb of small explosives. They weren’t likely to kill, but they would disorient and fill the hall with obscuring smoke.

She and Ashley disappeared. They would take out a single opponent before both falling in a minute.

Ash backed off to get an angle on anyone who’d round the corner to try to pick off the tripwire’s main node.

“Fuckity fucky fuck,” he muttered, and peeked out several times.

His first opponent threw out a bolo-like object not long after, which wound around the tripwires and set off the explosives. Ash had one shot before chaos reigned, and took his opponent out with a single headshot. Strafing aside, he sent several more shots down the hallway and found a better spot for cover.

Your teammate has been killed, and dropped the crypto surge. Its location has been marked on your mini-map.

He just set his jaw, listening to the distant gunfire cease and finish echoing. He wouldn’t be picking it up, not as the only member of the team left.

He was just about to change tactics when a figure blurred out of the smoke cloud, tucked and rolled, then came up firing in several places. They didn’t know where he was.

He didn’t need his skills yet, and calmly peeked out before dropping them with a well-placed headshot. The Talon Heavy Pistol barked only once and the kill confirmation came.

Now he ducked into the smoke. His skills worked best at close range, so he took the fight to them. Rounds went wide, giving him a rough idea of where he’d find his two enemy combatants when he emerged from the obscuring cloud. At the last moment (and after taking a grazing shot to the side) he activated Mesmer and Fiery at the same time.

The shots immediately ceased.

He burst out of the cloud and sighted in the first of his opponents while they gaped at the blue clouds hanging over their heads, and shot the first in the chest twice. He didn’t bother trying to kill the second, but instead dashed forward and grabbed up some cover. The timer for Mesmer’s cooldown ran to about fifteen seconds, which usually meant it was useless in the same firefight.

This room had four exits: one to the secret passage tunnel, one the way he’d come, and the third and fourth towards the enemy spawn point.

He booked it for the closest one, which would lead him back towards the enemy spawn point and Site A.

They engaged in a cat and mouse game from here, with the enemy trying to rush him but also not expose himself to Ash’s weapon, and Ash hoping to buy time for his skills to finish cooldown.

Then he realized he had Dragonsoul in his lineup of skills, and that he had enough energy for it.

Ash immediately turned, activated the skill, and flapped his wings. A second later, he’d blown through a dome of obscuring purple smoke, got the enemy in his sights, and pulled the trigger until his enemy went down.


37- An Intimate Look

The high from the knife’s edge victory didn’t last.

The process Mizu and Evie had begun led to them losing the next round, and then the next after that. They sank into bickering. An attempt to pair Tinniel with Mizu met with the same kind of result: Tinniel wouldn’t take orders from Mizu. She had a tendency to use her intel arrow right away, and couldn’t understand why Mizu would want to hold it in reserve. Like his Mesmer, her arrow skill refreshed only after a thirty second cooldown, which might as well have been the whole round.

Ash paired himself with Mizu from then on, but Ashley’s morale had already been snapped in two, and she was essentially useless like that. Evie and Tinniel’s skill sets were so close to identical that they didn’t belong together. With Mizu unable to have a sentry style teammate with her, she could only use her fast movement and engagement skills to rush into the jaws of death.

The only saving grace in all of this was the eventual build up of currency that allowed Evie to buy her preferred weapon. Once that happened, she started racking up kills and also suppressing the movements of the three infiltrators the opponents had on their team.

The opposition basically had two ways of defending: the first, which they used two thirds of the time, was to switch roles and rush at the attackers with their three infiltrators. Their one commander buffed the infiltrators, while their one sentry always flashed one of the two lanes with an intel skill. Sometimes this was a feint, but not often. The second tactic they pulled was to throw the three infiltrators and the commander on one site, defending it with overwhelming fire, while the single sentry trapped the other lane. This one could go well for Ash’s team, who had used Evie and Tinniel extensively in training and were good at shutting down nano swarms, tripwires, and sentry guns with quick ease. The enemy infiltrators then always came rushing to his aid, and Ash’s team could handle that.

They won three of the next five rounds, putting them ahead at five and four. They were coming off their second loss in a row though, and Ashley was looking particularly hopeless, staring at the ground. And well she should; she’d only gotten a single kill. Of the two times they’d planted the crypto surge, they hadn’t done it with Ashley’s squad. She was basically a distraction and the enemy was figuring that out by now.

“Need to call a timeout here,” he shouted up at the ceiling.

“A timeout has been called,” a version of the guide said. “Indicate how much of your time you would like to take.”

A maximum of five minutes appeared before him, along with intuitive sliders for him to lower the time. Instead, he just pressed the Confirm button and watched as the timer began to count down from five minutes.

He turned to the girls, and stared at Tinniel, Evie, and Ashley in turn. Saying nothing, he approached Mizu, and held out a hand, now with his eyes locked on Ashley. He wanted this to be understood completely. Anything less would not do.

“Mizu,” he said, but his eyes remained on Ashley’s, “I’m so terribly sorry I gave Netsu her choker before you. I wasn’t thinking, and for that I apologize.” This wasn’t, strictly speaking, entirely true. He had been pretty excited to see the choker on Netsu, one of two girls who he felt most deserved it. The other, Rachel, had already given up her spot for the mission.

“What?” Evie cried. Ashley, wisely, was silent.

“You were well within your rights to be upset and to leave as you did. You bear none of the blame for what Netsu did.”

One minute was already gone.

“Since we came here, the goal has been exactly the same: win. Dominate this system, defeat it, and convert it over into the core system.”

Ashley’s eyes were glued to his. She, Tinniel and Evie were listening. She also had a fierce look of defiance fixed on her face, like she was daring him to just try and change her.

“The goal absolutely has not been to punish Mizu for something her sister did. The goal is to win. We are here to win. That’s it. And since Mizu has been playing this game for years, she knows what she is talking about. We are going to listen to her, or we are going to lose.”

Ashley’s face didn’t soften.

“So, Mizu, what do you suggest for the next round? We only have three left.”

Mizu gestured and the map opened up before them. “The enemy has rushed us every other round, and done a four one split the second, fourth, and eighth rounds. Only during the fifth round did they commit to a typical camp defensive pattern. It is now the tenth round.”

“You think they’re going to buckle down and camp again,” Evie said.

“I do.”

“They love that rush, though,” Ashley objected.

“They also know the rush has not worked for them. Evie and Tinniel have succeeded in trapping our portion of the map well in those times.”

“So what are we doing?” Tinniel asked. “Obscure and burst in?”

Mizu nodded. “Our tactics have been varied, and that gives us the advantage of unpredictability. Unfortunately our tactics have been completely varied, meaning we have no one formation at which we excel.”

“That’s a wash,” Tinniel said.

“I suggest a slow push,” Mizu said. “Slowest possible routes, most circuitous ways, giving the enemy the impression we are expecting their rush. If they fall for this, we can plant the surge easily. If not, we have the option to obscure and blitz.”

“They have intel skills too,” Ashley said. “They can find us.”

“If we split up five ways, they should not,” Mizu said. “Whatever they find, it will only be one of us.”

Evie blew out a long breath. “Now we split up entirely, huh?”

Ash could see this working.

“Evie and Tinniel will take the most direct routes. Myself and Ashley rush the secret passages through A and B. We should converge on both sites at the same time. Once there, if there is an opportunity, Evie should deploy her drone and move it backwards through the secret passage, then through a hall we aren’t using. As a distraction to draw them out if they have yet to search for us.”

“Me?” he asked.

“Ash will hold the surge and take the second entrance to site A.”

Evie was nodding. “Whoever has the surge just drop it for Ash.”

“His Siren and Mesmer abilities should keep enemy fire off him,” Mizu said.

Ashley turned. “Let’s get on with it then.”

“Everyone should have heavy shielding now, and an assault rifle.”

Ashley’s expression soured even further. “What if I don’t have the money for both?” She still wasn’t pleased to have only a single kill under her belt. Everyone else had the funds for offense and defense.

“Shielding and a shotgun then,” Mizu replied. “I don’t suppose you have nanites for the auto-shotgun?”

Ashley shook her head.

“The two shot should do then.”

Ashley grudgingly nodded and stalked off to where she would be playing bait. She was the least valuable member, the least effective member, and they were designing strategies to compensate for her lack of ability, and worst of all, she knew all this.

Their plan would have worked had it not been for her.

Tinniel and Evie had no means of fast movement, and were near their sites when Ashley burst out of the secret passage to engage the enemy. She had the energy to use her bomb ability, sending it directly into the enemy fray.

Mizu had been right: they’d turtled up on the fifth and tenth rounds, but Ashley’s Advanced skill sent them scattering before the others got into position. The bomb exploded uselessly, signaling her position, and in under ten seconds she was dead, they’d scouted her position and found nobody else, then moved out down the lanes towards A and B. This led them to find Tinniel, Evie, and Ash before Mizu could make a difference. Evie fell first, and they let Tinniel retreat in order to get Ash and Mizu with a team up.

When two of them popped around a corner, they both had to hesitate to get him, but they’d also adapted to this, and disappeared back behind cover. He got one of them, but the other one vanished into a sort of chameleon ability and picked him off while semi-invisible. It was four on two by this point, and the crypto surge was nowhere near either Mizu or Tinniel, who were as far apart as they could get.

It took another minute and a half, and Mizu nearly got them, but the last combatant took her down while she was in the midst of killing their fourth member.

Defeat! Sirens of the Mist hovered in front of Ash’s face. He snarled, watching the win count come up. 5-5 now.

This broke the team. He’d used the entirety of their timeout clock, and so he couldn’t do anything but glare at Ashley for a second before calling out instructions. This would be a hang back round.

“Except Ashley,” he barked. “You take them on direct.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Rush them out of the gate.”

Anger had gotten the better of him. He could’ve held back if they hadn’t just resolved the matter verbally, only to have her disregard orders.

They lost this round too, evening things up, after Ashley immediately got herself killed, and the enemy slowly closed in on the four of them with their numerical advantage.

5-6.

The best they could hope for now was to make this round a draw. Just like in World Cup play, they could have a draw in the preliminary round, and it would count as one point instead of three. Meaning they needed a win on this last round.

Ashley looked miserable now, a pathetic wretch who hated life and everything that came with living it. She slouched over to them, gritting her teeth, but apparently unwilling to apologize or even engage in conversation.

Roll of the Dice was compiling bonuses for this round, but he didn’t bother watching it. He should’ve cared, as some of the bonuses were skill related and the others specific to a weapon, but it was so hard when he was so pissed off. Instead he bought heavy shielding, more ammo for his assault rifle, some energy, all while listening to Mizu lay out the plan.

Why did he have to rely on the performance of others? Why couldn’t they get along like they needed to? Didn’t they know what loss meant? Couldn’t they just put aside their petty bullshit and get down to the business of winning the fucking game?

He could not do this alone. That was a fact. He couldn’t control the girls, as much as he would like to. What he could do, though, was get his shit under control and do his absolute best to turn this near defeat into a draw.

“Mizu?” he asked.

“Ashley takes the surge with Ash and Evie. Tinniel and I will head up into B, and you go through the other entrance to B.”

This would confuse intel gathering. Hopefully the enemy would assume the other group of three would be heading into A.

“Let’s do it then,” he said, eyes locked on Ashley’s face. She didn’t look at anyone, least of all him. Enough hair was hanging in her face that he couldn’t tell if she had tears running down her cheeks, or if it was sweat.

Tinniel dropped the crypto surge and fell into formation with Mizu. Of the three other girls, Tinniel had started treating Mizu with respect the fastest. Ash would not forget this.

Ashley turned a reluctant look his way, then when he didn’t speak or let up on the stern expression, she picked it up.

“Come on.”

They moved in formation this time, with Evie and Ash covering the corners while the other moved. Ashley moved when every angle was covered.

The staccato blasts of gunfire echoed down the other hall. He didn’t watch to see what would become of Mizu and Tinniel, but concentrated on his work.

“Now,” he told Evie, and she tossed the drone up and out. “Take her up high. Just recon, no shooting.” She was becoming a better shot with the awkward drone, but the accuracy was awful at range. Still, as a recon device it could detect enemies better at higher range.

As soon as the first person came into view on the other side of the door, Ash threw on Mesmer and Fiery and stepped around the corner. Shouting for Ashley, he was already firing, blasting through the shield and making the man in front of him burst out of existence. A retreat teleport.

He sighted in the second blue form highlighted by Evie’s drone, who had appeared in the site B room but had ducked back out again immediately.

Huh, he’d gotten the sentry gun Advanced skill from Evie this time. Hell with it. He pressed the button and unfolded out the suitcase-sized gun emplacement, which grew its tripod legs and started swiveling around, looking for an enemy.

Placing it on a crate with excellent vantage on the one site B entry, but out of view of the other site B entry, he stalked toward the second hallway, gun up and strafing back and forth.

“Now, babe,” he called. “Evie, lay down some fire.”

Tinniel had been lost in an exchange of fire, but Mizu got the enemy combatant.

Ashley timidly entered the room, while Evie’s drone swooped down low and started firing off shots.

The moment Ashley started deploying the crypto surge, all hell broke loose. All four remaining enemies poured into the site B room, firing, but Ash put on Mesmer just before they could target him. The sentry bot killed the armor on one enemy before it was pummeled by a grenade launcher shot. The explosion knocked Ashley off her objective, swearing. She got up and started planting the surge again.

The moment Evie’s drone caught a bullet to the face, she dashed into the room with assault rifle stuttering. She and Ash managed to down the blue-haired female who’d tried to shoot Ash, and they turned fire on the guy with the grenade launcher, only to find him blown off his feet by Mizu’s shotgun. The remaining two caught Evie, blasting her in the head and chest, shredding her armor and killing her too.

He didn’t have enough energy for Dragonsoul. Ugh. Instead, he activated the last Basic skill he’d gotten from one of the enemies, which apparently made his pistol shots ultra targeted. Switching back to the Talon, he quickly put two, three, four shots into the teleporter guy while diving and dashing. He hardly had to aim at all now, and just threw himself all over the room.

“Almost there!” Ashley called.

A flare went up and landed directly on Ashley’s position, making her swear in a continuous stream of filth. He could understand. Everything had gone immediately white, and a ringing in his ears told him he couldn’t hear anything either. Afterwards it sounded as though he was underwater.

Ash didn’t let up, shooting and shooting even though he couldn’t see where he was shooting, only heard thoo, thoo instead of the thundering of the pistol. The Talon kept barking until it ran out of ammo, and when he went to change the clip, he discovered the round was over.

They’d won.

Ash’s vision cleared slowly, but when it did he was standing in the spawn area, where he was surrounded by television cameras broadcasting everything live to tens of millions of people around the world. A holographic reporter in not-enough clothing sauntered over to him.

“Sirens of the Mist have turned their first match into a draw,” she said.“You were at one point ahead by two rounds. What are your thoughts about your team’s performance today?”

Breathe, he told himself. Don’t let this set you off.

“It was our first actual match,” he said. “We had about a week of training, and we’re confident that the experience we got in this match is going to help us immensely. We’re going to get smoother and better coordinated with each match.”

“You have a clear weak link on your team,” she said. “Is there anything—”

He stepped up into her space and she cut right off.

“We’re going to get better coordinated. We’ll be better. That’s it.”

Mizu got in close and draped herself over him. “Daddy,” she whined. “Don’t intimidate the poor girl. She’s just doing her job.”

The woman seemed baffled by this interaction. “Hydro,” the woman said, using Mizu’s Gallantir code name, “can you give us some insight into what the team’s outlook will be going forward, tactically speaking?”

In response, Mizu ran her hand up and down Ash’s torso, straying dangerously close to his cock. She also rubbed herself up his body, purring. “We’re going to take an intimate look at the replays for tomorrow’s match. We’re going to delve deeply into some formation ideas. Three ways, foursomes, and possibly an all-out deep penetration will be thrust into discussion.”

She punctuated each of those innuendos with a subtle move.

Evie had also wandered up, and plastered herself against Ash’s other side. She also ran her hands over Ash’s shoulder, pecs, and abs, humming her agreement with Mizu.

The commentator was stunned. She took some time to orient herself, before turning to the camera. “You’ve heard it from the team themselves. They plan to do some serious strategic planning—”

“We’ll be at it for hours,” Evie added.

“Until we can barely stand up,” Mizu said.

The hologram gulped, proving to Ash that it was a real woman somewhere in a studio, conducting the interview that used them as holograms.

“There you have it,” the woman squeaked. “Good luck with your planning sessions, Sirens… of the Mist.”


38- Get It On Camera

It was clear to everyone what had happened, and who was the weak link. Ashley couldn’t face any of them, but instead disappeared downstairs silently.

“We have a problem,” Evie said.

“Several,” Ash replied.

The first of these needed to be dealt with, and was walking through the ship, back to the large bedroom Evie had so recently turned into a pleasure-slash-torture dungeon. He made sure all those settings were turned off for everyone and hidden behind a biometric entry plus key code known only to him, then headed in to find Mizu pouring herself a drink from what looked a bit like a milk carton.

“I won’t ask what that is,” he said, “I only—“

“It is sake,” she said. “Traditional rice wine of my country. When I left, I could not yet legally drink this. Now I am as good as a corpse to my parents, who burn with shame over my actions and my words. I am dead to them.”

“I’m sorry.”

“And it took a poor woman from a distant country to hold up the mirror. I too have acted without thought, on impulse, according to rash emotions. I beg your forgiveness, Ash.”

She was staring down at the choker he had given her. Realizing she hadn’t yet put it on, he understood now she’d been waiting for this conversation.

“I don’t think there’s anything to forgive.”

“Do not patronize me, Ash. My sister’s disappearance from the ship was on account of me. I caused her to leave.”

“I’m pretty sure she made her own choice,” he said. “She stole from me because she thought she had to.”

“And she considered that a necessity because of my absence.” She turned to him, and drank the rice wine in a measured gulp. “If you require, I will beg your forgiveness on my knees, with my head pressed to the floor. The tradition was for samurai to present their necks to the emperor.”

“No, that’s not necessary.”

Ash considered this though. He felt the need to have Netsu do this: present her neck to him, as a show of subservience. He now wanted to humiliate her, make her suffer, at least a bit.

“I still don’t believe you need to be forgiven,” he said, and held up a hand to forestall her from interrupting again. “Not for leaving, anyhow. You left. I understand your reasons. I will forgive you, however, for not giving me more time to explain regarding your sister.”

She chewed over this for a few seconds before nodding. “Does this mean we are good?” she asked.

“We are good,” he told her, and opened his arms for a hug.

Before Mizu squished herself up against him like she’d done just a few minutes ago, she made sure he was watching the next part. She took the choker and looped it around her neck. The silver loop of metal transformed into a water drop, even though they were out of the Spellcraft zone and had been in Gallantir for over a week. The words MASTER’S PET engraved themselves into the leather on either leather strap.

Then she crushed him into a bear hug. He caressed her curtain of silky hair, and enjoyed the feel of her body pressed against his. The scents of herbal shampoo drifted up off her, and Ash only had to wait for the first moan to come from her before he bent and lifted her up off the floor.

She got as far as, “Wha—” before groaning into his lips and kissing him back.

“I’ve missed you,” he told her, squeezing her ass and loving the way she ground herself against his midsection. Likewise, the heat of her against his erection turned him on as well.

“I was… so stupid,” she said in between kisses.

The sex didn’t have a game bonus here in Gallantir land. It served only the purpose of satisfying his urges, and theirs. He turned and laid her on the bed, then began undressing her. She, meanwhile, flexed her legs and rubbed her crotch against him over and over, gasping for breath and begging him.

“I want you, Ash,” she said. “I want you inside me.”

Working on it. He freed her of her shirt first, then unclasped the bra beneath and began working at her nipples. She hadn’t had any as a being made of elemental water. Hers were wide and dark, wine colored and almost as big around as wine bottles. He got right to work, licking and sucking, scraping with his teeth, twirling it around with his tongue, all while pulling her legs off him, pulling her short jean shorts off, and slipping her panties off.

“Ohhh,” she groaned, as he settled in between her legs and began licking her. She hadn’t had a clit as a water creature either, but instead was sensitive all over. Now he could feel all her bumps and folds, and went crazy exploring her with his tongue. He parted her lower lips and uncovered the source of her pleasure. The way her body jumped and her cry of surprise told him he’d found the sweet spot. He went to town.

Afterwards he added a finger. He could home in on her button and pump one, then two fingers in and out of her.

He was doing it right. Judging by the amount of writhing, the humping, the shouts and gasps, the clutching at his hair with both hands all pointed to success. She begged him to fuck her, to get up here and put it into her. He ignored her.

A few minutes and a bit of jaw soreness later, the dam broke and she came on his face. She didn’t just orgasm though, no, she practically screamed as she dumped a load of juices out on his face, splashing him. Her body continued jerking and spasming, even after he got free of her and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“I have to go have a chat with your sister,” he whispered.

“Mmm,” she said. Smiling, her fingers traced the water droplet on her choker.

Down in the lower level, Ash found her.

Netsu had been bound by the same metal tendrils Evie used to turn his bedroom into a sex dungeon. When he took the handheld from its charging station on the wall, it showed her face, just like before, and when he tapped on it, he was given the same series of options as before.

She regarded him silently.

“We are going to start with the why,” he didn’t ask.

“I thought… I would need it to find them.”

“Did you?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“And then?”

“Father… and Mother, locked us away in the boarding school again.”

Locked away. He blew out a long sigh. He had expected her to say she was just angry with him, and so she took it and kept it away. At the end, she had had that smug expression on her face, like she expected him to die before he figured out what it was. She wouldn’t lie to him; Mizu would call her out immediately.

He pressed the button to shackle her wrists and ankles, and pull her up to a standing position anyway. She cried out, staring first at the tendrils and the shackles, then at him.

“At the end you dangled the carrot in front of me,” he told her.

“I-I’m sorry.”

“And now I have to ask Mizu if you’re telling the truth,” he said. “You’ve lied enough to her that I have to check.”

“You don’t need to do that,” she said. “I apologized. I don’t want her… I don’t want her here for this.”

“And what do you expect is going to happen?” he asked, walking around her.

“You… throw me off the ship,” she told him. “Maybe punishment is involved.”

She was lying. She had something else, but he didn’t have time for this. They had one night, and a few hours to deal with the team make up situation. He needed everyone on board. Oh, and he was also running on about two hours of sleep.

He pressed the button—courtesy of Evie—that tore off her clothes, and adjusted the position she was going to be strung up in. This new position thrust out her bare ass in his direction, and kept her bent over so she couldn’t see what was coming.

“Listen carefully,” he said, but couldn’t help himself. He got a handful of her pert ass and ran two fingers over her exposed slit.

“Uhh… yes?”

“You need to promise a few things.” He squeezed the other cheek, while she tried to get a look at what he was doing.

“What… am I promising?” she asked.

He massaged her ass while he spoke. Her squirming and the parting of her legs wasn’t lost on him. “You’re promising never to lie to me again. If you try to lie to Mizu that’s your call, but you’ll be promising never to include me in a lie to her. Next, you’re going to promise never to take the spork ever again.”

“What happens if I don’t promise?” she asked, starting to get out of breath. He could hear the lust thickening her voice.

“You’ll like what happens next if you promise,” he told her.

“I promise,” she said, and arched her back against his invading fingers. “I promise. I won’t lie to you. I won’t take your spork.”

She was already soaking wet, and began shuddering after only a few strokes.

“You want me to fuck you?” he asked her quietly.

“Yessss,” she hissed.

“How about making love?”

She shook her head.

“You don’t want my kisses? No tenderness? No cute stuff?”

“You need to use me,” she told him.

“Oh yeah?”

“Abuse me. Get it on camera,” she said. “Show the girls. They won’t accept me unless you slap me around.”

He bent close and wrapped his other hand around her throat. “I think that’s what you want.” In the meantime he kept pistoning two fingers in and out of her.

Her breath came out in a rasp. “The team needs it. Ashley will never forgive me if I take her place.”

She wasn’t wrong about that. He was only worried about Ashley in as far she might steal his ship while he was doing battle in the dome.

He removed his fingers and pushed them into her mouth. She dutifully licked them clean, so he went right to work on her ass.

“This is what you want,” he said flatly. “You want to be punished and humiliated. You need to be spanked and put in your place.”

Ash wasn’t certain why he was so obsessed with Netsu’s rear end. It started as a way to deny her something that she wanted, and then to punish her.

She defied him, moaning loudly that it hurt, no, don’t punish her like this, it hurt… her poor little ass. He spanked her mercilessly several times and got the tendril for her to fellate. That shut her up. While that happened, he pushed another finger into her and listened to her muffled protests. And he kept right on spanking her.

Spanking and spanking. Lubing her up and opening her for his full girth. After a few minutes, he told her she had better be ready for him, and watched in amazement as he pushed in successfully. The head popped through the ring of muscle and she shuddered. Had she just climaxed?

He gripped her by her slim hips and drove in, sinking a fraction of his length at a time, telling her she deserved this, telling her she was doing to get a lot worse in time.

And then the fucking really got going.

He called her names all throughout this. She was scum. She was not worth his time and attention. She was nothing but a receptacle for his cock. And when he removed the tendril from her mouth and typed in a special request for it to wrap around her neck, she breathlessly agreed with him.

Her cries of anguish and her agreement that she was nothing, she was worthless, for some reason really turned him on further. As he was ramping up towards a really spectacular orgasm, he pulled out of her and thrust his cock into her mouth. Several seconds of fucking her mouth was all it took, but he pulled out and painted her face instead. He hadn’t lost his ability to create a lot more than normal, and she looked obscene by the end.

That done, he tapped several commands on the tablet. Then he headed right up to where Ashley was being comforted by Evie, Seffie and Aria. The three of them had their hands on her shoulders and hair while she sobbed onto the table.

“Come on,” he said, not unkindly.

Seffie opened her mouth to object, but Ash glared at her, hard. She shrank back as if he’d just slapped her, and thankfully said not a word.

Ashley wouldn’t come, so he was forced to take her under one arm and lift her, then scoop her up princess style, and carry her the whole way. He wouldn’t have had any issues carrying her from the front door to the bedroom, but the new Ash also had no trouble waiting for the small elevator to finish its descent to the lower deck.

“I wan you to understand something,” he told her gently. “If the stakes weren’t so high, this wouldn’t be an issue. I would be fine slowly building you up and getting you used to games you’ve never played before, and we’d take all the time you needed.”

The door slid open, and beyond it, in the dim lighting, Netsu still sat on her knees with her arms spread wide. Tendrils were all over here, pulling her knees apart, rhythmically squeezing her throat, coiling around her hanging breasts, and two smaller ones were clamped on her nipples. Not one but two tendrils were now working their way, very slowly, in and out of her ass, and another two were pumping into her pussy. Her face was coated in a glaze of his making, but two channels had been carved out by the tears leaking from her eyes.

Ashley gasped.

“She apologized. She told me her story. I’ve punished her, and forgiven her. Some of it wasn’t her fault, but the parts that were, she paid for.”

“Ash…”

“I know you worked hard. I know this is so difficult for you, and you climbed farther than you ever have before. You did amazing this week, babe.

“I understand if you get upset. That’s fine. I also understand that you’l be angry about me replacing you… with Netsu. I hope you’ll be relieved that you don’t have to feel the pressure coming from the rest of us. I hope you won’t be too disappointed or pissed off.”

“It’s fine,” she said, sniffing, and burying her face into the hollow of his neck.

“You… it’s fine?”

He had expected violence. He had expected cursing and threats and tearing the team in half. Instead she was meekly accepting his decision? That didn’t seem right.

“You’re not going to sabotage this,” he half-said, half-asked.

“Why would I?”

Because this game world was easier and less dangerous than the Spellcraft one? Because she could get a boiling shower out of the ship at any time? Because it had a replicator that would make the things she wanted, and a series of holographic projectors that played any movie or TV show you wanted, beamed from a superior version of the internet?

“I’m glad,” he said, feeling dumb.

“I hate sushi,” she told him, “and sake is gross. Let’s go back to ale and wenches and stew.”

“Huh,” he said, also not a question.

“And let’s go back to the place where you can magically make your cock any size I want.”

There it was.


39- Magic Staves or Ugly Wizard Robes

Ash eventually released Netsu and got some sleep surrounded by Mizu, Ashley, and Evie. Tinniel and Rachel were also in bed, though only close enough to reach out a hand to his head and foot.

This harem thing was fucking awesome. When the world was finally back to one system, and he had the chance to choose to revert it back to earth-like conditions, there was no way in hell. He’d never give up shape-changing genitals, no way no how.

He actually felt rested after a long night in a pile of girls, and he started to get frisky with Ashley when Tinniel cried out that they had a lot of work to do if they were going to win today. He was rubbing his crotch against Ashley’s big bubble butt and massaging her boob when Tinniel popped into view.

“We haven’t looked at a single highlight reel of the other team,” she warned. “Come on, get your mind out of your pants and let’s do some work.”

Reluctantly, with Ashley about to complain, they got to work. Ash kissed the back of her head and told her they’d celebrate a win tonight. They only had a few hours to review the footage, which they should’ve spent the night doing. Once they finished this qualifier, he promised they would review all the footage of other teams they might come up against, the best teams and any who were surprising in their tactics.

Qualifiers did not go smoothly after this, but they did not go worse than the first match. Ash told Evie and the others about his ‘conversation’ with Netsu, and ho she had been punished for her actions. He told them that she and Mizu had been locked away in a boarding school for days until they could escape. He then showed his punishment of Netsu to anyone who wanted to watch, and this ended up being Mizu, Evie, and Rachel. Mizu watched with avid interest, while Rachel watched with a hand down her pants.

They were on defense now, which should have made it a slam dunk, but the team they were going up against had the same configuration: three infiltrators, one commander and one sentry. It was a far more offensive-minded team makeup and it worked far better than the opponents they’d fought the day before. They had also, and this was infuriating, figured out Evie’s trick of plugging up one lane with her traps. They triple teamed that lane any time they figured out the location, broke through, and were able to overwhelm Evie and plant the crypto surge.

Their only saving grace was that Mizu and Netsu knew their shit. They were able to counter these plays and direct some very effective countermeasures. They had Evie sweep from site A to site C with her traps, leaving Ash and Tinniel at the least defended area first, while Mizu or Netsu stayed with Evie and the other stuck near the sentry gun.

As soon as their opponents seemed to always go after Evie’s traps, they switched up tactics completely and ignored them, going in five members strong on a single site twice in a row. The result was a disappointing start, two wins to four losses.

At that point, Evie received a notification that her drone skill had leveled up. It was no longer going to emit a lot of noise, nor was it going to be affected by recoil so much when it fired. This wasn’t the game changer they wanted it to be, but it was fun for Evie to stand in a corner, piloting her drone and taking shots at the enemy whenever they went after her sentry gun.

They also had fun putting the drone and the sentry in one of the obscuring dome grenades that Netsu had, which devastated the opposing team one round with two kills and one assist.

Ash, for the first time, was far less effective than his teammates, and it worried him. He only managed an average of one kill each round, and in the fourth round he got killed before he got anywhere or could see anything. The enemy had done a blitz and all rushed exactly to the place where he was getting his shit in order, and he looked up just in time to see three of them peek around his corner.

They took a three minute time out after round six.

“We’re going to turtle up,” Mizu said. “Everybody in teams of two where they can blanket cover two sites. Evie can be with Netsu.”

“Fuck that,” Evie said.

Both twins’ eyes widened and they shared a look.

“We are not doing this,” Ash barked. “You’re with Netsu, is that understood?”

“But—”

“I asked you a question,” he barked.

“Yes, fine.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, I understand. I’m with fucking Netsu.”

“Punishment tonight,” he said. “And not the fun kind.”

“Wait, what—”

“Do you want it to be the very not fun kind?” he demanded.

“No.” She stuck her bottom lip out like a child.

It was the end of easy team cooperation, at least as far as Evie was concerned. Although she was with Netsu, she pouted about it the whole time. It was exactly what he’d worried about happening to Ashley when he’d given her the news. Ash had to work doubly hard just to keep his ass alive. At least Tinniel hadn’t tried to undermine their chances of winning.

They won the next two rounds by the split hairs. In the first, Netsu did some crazy stunt where she rushed the enemy, chose a lane they weren’t in, and looped around to kill off three of them. The third had been in the process of planting the crypto surge, and she had just enough time to disarm it. Mizu and Ash took out the other two from their defensive positions. In the second, they hung back and turtled up until the team showed themselves in two of the sites, at which point Mizu stunned half of them and Ash got right in their faces. He managed two kills and an assist then, Tinniel popping another with her new sniper rifle, and Evie getting the last on a long assault rifle shot.

It was becoming clear to Ash that a lot of what was happening was attempting to tell what your opponent might be doing this time, and sheer fucking luck. He didn’t see a single opponent in several rounds, but was in exactly the right spot for two other rounds, where Fiery gave him bonus energy and Mesmer stopped them from blowing his head off the moment they swung into view.

They had pulled even at four wins each by round eight.

It made sense for the opposition to call their own time out at this point, which they did, three of their five minutes. The girls gathered around.

“We got lucky,” he said, and pointedly did not single Evie out. He had thought all this bullshit was behind them. He had punished Netsu. He’d shown them all the footage if they wanted to see it. Netsu’s contrition was real. He did not know what the hell was happening, but he didn’t thing that pushing the issue in front of the others was going to help.

“Luck will not aid us much further,” Mizu said. “We must function as a team.”

And here he expected Evie to go off, but she also held her tongue. Magnificent. Although it would’ve been better out in the open, they were stuck not confronting it.

So they looked at map configurations, discussed tactics, gave a few ideas, and settled on two for the next two rounds. They quickly discussed any different notions regarding the shop. Evie said not one word, which was not lost on Ash.

“Break,” he said, with twenty seconds to go. When Evie started to turn, he grabbed her hand. When the others were far enough away, he just narrowed his eyes in confusion.

“What?” she asked.

“Is that the way you want to play it?” he asked quietly.

Her eyes fell.

“Follow the plan,” he said. “That is going to mean following Netsu. Follow Netsu.”

The buzzer went before she could respond or she could dig herself any deeper.

The ninth round began.

This time they went with a classic coverage, where Evie was as far away from Netsu as possible. Ash and Mizu kept her company watching A and B sites, while Netsu and Tinniel made a cautious play down the C site approaches.

It was a disaster. They had three intercepters in the B site room before anybody knew what was happening. Ash had hardly finished buying up his heavy shielding before the sounds of running feet announced three targets incoming. He shouted, activated Mesmer, and started strafing with his assault rifle at the ready, but one of the intercepters launched out of the opening over Evie’s tripwire, and the other two weren’t far behind.

The range on Mesmer wasn’t enough to stop the back two intercepters from starting to shoot at him. So while he and Mizu took down the first one, they got Ash first. Two headshots.

His Ultimate skill activated too late for him to help win.

They took out Mizu next, strafing out in either direction, while their commander came up behind the three and threw out buffs to make them reload faster, and caused chaos with those obscuring grenades. Mizu got one of them with a headshot, but she wasn’t fast enough to take on the third one.

Evie went next, almost seeming to give up entirely. The commander set the surge even as Evie got off two shots and was taken down by the third intercepter. Ash reappeared firing, but the surge was already set, and he died—again—on his way over to disarm it.

Boom, round over in another twenty seconds. Sometimes you get unlucky.

The next round had them in the same formation, but Tinniel hanging back in a sniper position. She’d also upgraded an ability that let her explode a stunning effect over a large area. Now a larger area.

Netsu headed out down the corridor leading out of C site to see if she could head off the enemy or swing around and flank them, but the only thing that happened was she got caught in a crossfire, and when she tried to retreat, they got her with a flurry of different skills.

Still, Ash’s team knew the enemy was coming up to C with at least four. They left Evie in A with her sentry and traps, and rushed the three of them to C, where a furious firefight ensued.

It was a feint. The last enemy took out Evie, her sentry and avoided the tripwire, then set the crypto surge while they were busy pinning down and killing the other four.

The score was now 4-6, in favor of the attackers, and the best they could hope for again was a draw. Ash called a second time out, their last three minutes, as they all appeared in the spawn point.

“We need to win,” he said, and stared around at them. “I can’t do this by myself. We’re attempting to stabilize the thing Kayle talked about, the resonance field that controls access to the other thing, the systerium conduit thing. It’s not bullshit. It’s real. We need to win, and then we’re back to flinging spells around.”

He stared. They stared back.

“And if we can’t, the red mages come back and melt the planet down for whatever magic scrap they use. To make magic staffs or ugly wizard robes, or whatever they do with it.”

They stared more.

“And if we lose, I take my big magic penis and I go home without you.”

“Whoa, what the fuck?” Evie blurted. “That’s not fucking cool.” Even Mizu and Tinniel both sucked in a sharp breath. Netsu just nodded.

“Deal with it,” he said. “No winning, no dick.”

He could see the determination harden into Evie’s features. She set her little jaw, tapped something on her menu, and straightened. Shoulders back. Chest out. Rocket launcher held in a relaxed position.

“Fine, fuck,” she said stubbornly. “Let’s fucking do it.”

“Good,” he said. “Netsu is going to give us the plan for this round.”

She did.

Now, Ash’s ultimate hadn’t been useful so far. The girls had ultimates that were fucking wacky. Evie could set up a series of traps down an entire length of hallway that was all but impossible to make out, which would shred anyone who got to the end set point, or whenever Evie set it off. Tinniel could blanket the map in recon arrows, linking up with satellites somehow and showing the positions of enemies over half the map. Mizu’s Ultimate skill allowed her to become near invulnerable and also walk through walls for an astonishing ten seconds, while Netsu became near invisible, which included muffling the sound of her gunfire a bit, and her running footsteps entirely.

In round eleven, Evie set up her Ultimate down the hallway approach and set up the sentry and tripwire on an angle over the other hallway approach. The enemy had a tech malfunction skill that they absolutely hated, but Evie backed off and threw down her nano swarm detection grid over the approach to site B instead.

What happened now was the enemy sniffed out Evie’s traps, started blowing them away, and then had Mizu, Netsu and Ash up their asses. The three of them took out two enemies before they got a shot in, and only Netsu’s armor collapsed before they got the third one.

This would have still been a loss, if Tinniel hadn’t shot out her Ultimate and revealed that the last two were on the complete opposite side of the map. Evie had set up her sniper vantage though, and blasted the fourth member as soon as they set foot in the middle site deployment room. The last combatant took off for the last site, and it came down to a cat and mouse game of converging on her before she could use a special crypto surge deployment drone skill. Tinniel had to blast the drone carrying the surge, before Mizu, who’d traveled the whole length of the map on several bursts of speed, caught the enemy. They killed one another, and the Sirens of the Mist once again scraped closer to a draw.

The last round saw Mizu and Netsu charging into the map on Tinniel’s detection arrow, while Evie trapped another hall and Ash kept a vantage point on the last site. He’d gotten a full 8 on his Roll of the Dice, which happened far more often than twelve and a half percent of the time, and he was enjoying the use of Evie’s drone: flying it down his own hall and scanning for enemies.

They were in the conjoining hall. Two side by side approaches led from the enemy spawn point to the center of the map, with some ways to cross over.

He called out the minute they came into view, as did Evie. For a team who had spent almost the entire match bunched up at four and one, they’d gone three and two this time.

“Keep them busy,” Mizu said over coms. “Netsu and I are splitting and flanking.”

Ash didn’t bother firing the drone’s small pistol, at first. He didn’t know how, for one thing, and it would instantly make him very visible to the enemy.

Except… then they would assume Evie was down here.

He started popping off shots through a window separating the two hallways. The three on his side immediately took cover and stopped, then started returning fire. He fired twice more before abandoning the drone and sneaking up into the best position to take them once they left the hall.

They should, if they thought it was Evie, burst out several at the same time right around the corner and out of sniper shot.

Except that didn’t happen. A bubble of obscuring smoke appeared in the doorway, followed by a recon grenade. The silver cylinder bounced once, then stopped midair and scanned the area with a quick blue glow.

Ash snarled and shot it just before it scanned him.

Gunfire started up, Mizu now.

“Ash!” she called.

He activated Siren’s Song and Dragonsoul both at the same time, got back out the crap shotgun he’d bought in the second round, and dove into the fray.

Over his coms he heard chaos erupting. Netsu was taking fire. Tinniel hadn’t quite gotten to where she could help out Netsu and Evie. Although the enemy had found Evie’s traps, they hadn’t been able to capitalize on either tripping them or the enemy getting slowed down. They weren’t lined up for Evie to get a bead on with her sniper rifle, so she switched to the rocket launcher and nearly killed Netsu with the shot that followed.

In the meantime Ash crossed his fingers, hoped for luck, and shoulder rolled into the bubble, pulling up and blasting the intercepter off her feet. Only a chest shot, it might have propelled her backward a good two meters, but it only broke her shielding instead of killing her.

Ash emerged from the obscuring smoke and directly into the barrel of a gun, only to have the shot fail to damage him on account of Dragonsoul. This one he made a headshot, and even that wasn’t enough with the gun he was using.

He threw the gun aside, activated Mesmer, and dove forward with his melee weapon. He first got the one guy in the throat, then pounced on the woman he’d gotten in the chest. This time the blade sank down into her chest and snuffed her out.

He looked up, again into the barrel of a gun, and closed his eyes. But though he heard the shot loud and clear, when he opened his eyes he was still surrounded by the fiery aura of the dragon. He breathed fire directly into the man’s face.


40- Damn Donuts

Evie spent the next several hours practically vibrating with anxiety. She was constantly drumming her feet on the floor, drumming her hands against her thighs, getting up and pacing around while they watched on the monitors, and peeking in the refrigerator too often. Several times she walked up behind where he was on the beanbag, curled up with Ashley on one side and Mizu on the other, but she padded away without saying a word.

She was clearly in distress.

Good.

Ash rather enjoyed the way she was torturing herself, to be honest. He thought Ashley’s departure from the team would be the end of the team’s problems, but now it seemed he needed to smoke out Evie as well.

They reviewed the footage of their draw afterwards, and the footage of the other team match ups. The second team had been called the Damn Donuts, and for some reason their logo was an illustrated cat with a tiara. It turned out the Damn Donuts were amazing, or at least the last team Ash was about to face had had a really bad match, because the Damn Donuts whooped them eight rounds to four. They’d also beaten the first team Ash’s team had face, Indomitus. Right now Damn Donuts were sitting on seven points: two wins and a draw.

The team the Sirens of the Mist hadn’t yet fought was called Surge Binders, their logo a man with a ludicrously sized glowing sword. The Surge Binders had won their match against the Indomitus team.

Meaning the Surge Binders had to beat Ash’s team to have any hope, and likewise Ash’s team had to win. Two points was not going to cut it. Even three, if they pulled a draw on the third match, was not sufficient.

“Okay, Damn Donuts has four points and they’re probably going to crush Indomitus,” Rachel said. “Meaning they’ll end up with seven points.”

“We can end up with five if we win,” Tinniel said.

“Surge Binders have three but we face them last,” Mizu said. “Indomitus will fail. They have a single point.”

“They will likely fail,” Ash said. “If we win and Damn Donuts lose, we’ll have five points and they’ll have four.”

“We cannot count on that line of thinking,” Netsu said. “Regardless, we require a win, whether this Damn Donuts team succeeds or fails.”

Ash tried not to snicker.

Everyone agreed with Netsu. Which was how, for the remainder of the day, they went over the different matches Surge Binders already had, including their training reels. Afterwards, they talked over what had worked and what felt lacking.

They started with Basic skills. Most of them used these often, but they brainstormed ways to use them with various different teammates and combinations, offense versus defense. From there, they touched on different Advanced skills, and how they might be deployed in different ways. Some of the girls had two, but Netsu and Tinniel only had one.

“How do we get skills to level up?” Evie asked. “I had my drone level up, but I want the other ones to level.”

Misu answered, holding her hand up and reciting something from memory. “Once they are used effectively in assisting or killing enough times, they can level up. It depends on a Luck attribute.”

“There is no Luck attribute,” Evie said flatly.

“It is a rumored attribute,” Netsu said. “No one has confirmed it, but some combatants have abilities that point to its existence being real.”

They all turned and regarded Ash.

“I know why you’re all staring at me,” he said, and gave them a lopsided grin. “But nobody’s getting laid tonight, okay?”

The response to this was as expected: Tinniel rolled her eyes and grumbled about them being filthy horn dog degenerates, Evie visibly relaxed, Ashley whined and snuggled into his armpit further, Rachel’s eyes widened in disbelief and disappointment, while Mizu and Netsu shared a look he wasn’t able to decipher, because Ashley was up in his face.

Roll of the Dice did imply a Luck stat, but his inability to level up his skills implied it didn’t exist. If it did, he would have leveled all his stats by now.

They discussed a progression of buys in the shop with nanites, as rounds went on. If they were on offense, Ash preferred to go with the heavy pistol on his first round out, but on defense the enemy was coming to him. This meant he could get in close and use his skills to rack up energy, make enemies pause, and get the kills in. If his luck skill won the extra nanites he’d have enough for the cheap shotgun, which he’d go with on defense.

Following that, they got into a long strategy discussion where no idea was thrown out. This last match was a coin toss to decide who would go on offense and who would go on defense. Although Evie was clearly in favor of defense, Ash personally liked taking the fight to the opponent. It was true that overall they had done better on the defensive, but that was only because they had started their training on offense and got their asses absolutely handed to them.

Finally, it was past time to head to sleep, when Evie snuggled in beside him.

They had set up in the upstairs open deck area, at a touch-responsive table that could either act as a screen or show holograms. Hours ago, Seffie, Aria and Ashley had retired below to get some sleep. It was the wee hours of the night now, and the interior walls of the ship were now projecting something of a screen saver or amorphous blobs of color slowly crashing into one another. Ash wiped it and allowed the screens to show the outside world.

The rain hadn’t stopped, and the drops sticking to the walls threw the city lights into a series of strange reflections and rings of light. Japan, this near future version of it anyway, was one of the most brightly lit places on earth. Stars weren’t possible, but it was like they’d all been collected from the sky and splashed around the city instead. And they came in every color imaginable.

“Sleep would be wise,” Mizu suggested, and the rest of them nodded. Netsu only yawned in response and stretched herself. Tinniel was asleep, and only twitched when Mizu spoke. The twins hefted Tinniel onto Netsu’s back and disappeared back to the big bedroom.

“I can’t do another one of these formation calls or response drills,” Evie said after a big yawn.

“Good, because it’s time for your punishment,” he told her.

She bolted upright and stared at him.

“The very bad kind,” she whispered, and shuddered.

“It could be the good kind,” he said, “but you decided you weren’t going to play nice. You know now, of course, that we have no choice but to play nice. This team we’re going up against is pretty good. We have to be better.”

She nodded, shivering.

“Tinniel is now the weak link,” he said, “and she’s quite good.”

Another nod.

“We can’t afford a repeat of what happened today.”

“It won’t.”

“Good,” he said. “Now stand and strip.”

Those big orange eyes stared fearfully at him, but she rose and removed all her clothing after a few moments. He stared up at the rain pattering down on the ship’s ceiling and walls, and the lights of the flying cars drifting by, or the lights of the floating billboards stuck in place, and of course the gigantic holograms drifting around in the sky.

“Leave the choker,” he told her, appraising her body openly. Her hands froze, drifted down to cover herself, then stopped.

Evie was still tiny. She came up just higher than his belly button in the Spellcraft world, but here she topped out at his collarbone, continuing to make him feel like a giant. The hair she had though, it had such body that he could have it up his nose when hugging her.

Right now she had it styled in orange corn rows that fell below her shoulder blades. Also right now he was seated on the plush sofa of the big room, which could fold out into a bed. He was, for once, looking up at her. This gave him an excellent view of her body he didn’t normally get, and he took it all in: her powerful and smooth legs, flat stomach, the perfect handfuls that made up her boobs, the nearly pitch black nipples, and the look of expectant dread plastered across her face.

He pressed the button on the handheld tablet and the tendrils shot out to take her by the ankles and wrists. She gasped in terror, alternating her frantic looks between him and the metallic clamps she’d designed holding her fast. Still, he hadn’t pulled them tight, so she could still move.

“Lay across my lap,” he told her, and she didn’t hesitate. Still, he pressed the button to pull the tendrils down into the floor, ensuring she couldn’t move. A few moments was all it took for her to be ass up his thighs. Her face rested on her upper arms.

“Now you say ‘I’ve been a bad girl, Ash,’” he told her.

“I’ve been a bad girl, Ash,” she repeated.

“I deserve whatever I’ve got coming to me.” She repeated this line too. “Now say ‘I want you to spank me until I can’t sit down.’”

She paused, then lifted herself up and craned her neck to look at him. “Ash…”

He said the word they’d agreed upon when she’d taken the Harem’s Emblem back in the Spellcraft world, which was ‘quark.’ He wasn’t sure if it would work, since they were in Gallantir instead of Spellcraft, but she cried out loud enough to bring Mizu to the bedroom door, peering at the scene through bleary eyes.

Evie came hard. Her arms buckled and she went down, shuddering and grunting. He didn’t wait, but instead gave her a loud, open-handed swat on the behind, strong enough to sting his hand.

“Ow!” she said, but quietly.

“You meant ‘one’ I’m sure,” he said.

“Uh… right, one.”

“You also meant to thank me.”

“Th-thank you.”

He spanked her again, and got the response he wanted this time. Mizu watched in silence. The way her butt jiggled with each slap was entrancing, but any time he looked up, he found Mizu watching.

He followed with swats three through ten, until Evie was close to complaining again.

“What are you promising to do?” he asked quietly.

“I’m promising… to keep… my shizz together.”

“And?”

She was nearly frantic when she spoke again, as though she was afraid the spanking would resume. “And I’ll listen to the twins.”

“Correct,” he said.

“Oh my fudge biscuit,” she breathed. “That was… not as bad as I thought.”

“If we lose this next match,” he said ominously. “It’s going to be so much worse. Now, Master needs some lubrication.”

With those words said, the shackles on the tendrils released her and disappeared into the floor. He wondered idly how many of them existed, and where they were stored, but it was a fantasy construct of magic.

Evie kept her ass up in the air while she got off him, pulled his cock out of his pants, and started sucking him off. He ran his fingers through her wondrous hair. Savored the look of her mouth stretched around his girth. Enjoyed the spectacle of his cock disappearing and reappearing with each stroke. Savored the feel of her as she shoved her whole body forward and back.

Lubrication wasn’t just for him though. He reached forward and began working a lubed up finger into her rear end. The first touch was like an electric jolt. She started. A worried hum came out of her, but notably she didn’t stop sucking.

He gave her a good long while to get used to the idea that the thing in her mouth was about to go into her back door. The view from up here was spectacular, honestly, though it was going to get better.

“It’s time,” he told her. She disengaged and only stared in fear at the monster for a moment. Turning, she backed her ass up to him and did all the pushing.

“You deserve this?” he asked quietly.

“I, ugh… I deserve this…”

“You deserve worse?”

“I deserve worse…” she managed, through gritted teeth.

It took some effort, but the head disappeared into her, and she had to lay down on the floor, ass up, and just breathe for a while. In the meantime he pushed down and in, gritting his teeth also. She was so small and he didn’t have the magic from Supercasanova to make him the perfect fit. In one respect it was better for the punishment he wanted to give her.

A confused mumble from the bedroom door, and he turned to find a mostly-sleeping Netsu being marched toward them by Mizu.

Ash would reflect later, just before falling into a deep sleep, how sex had become a different tool in this game sphere than in the Spellcraft world. There he’d enjoyed his time and gotten experience, Relationship points, and later free reward cards. The latest reward cards had been specifically tailored to make him more effective and draw the girls tighter together.

Here it was carrot and stick. It served no in-game purpose, but when they needed reassurance, it could be found in the bedroom. When they needed to unwind, they could slip beneath the sheets. And when conventional arguments failed, he could always get the offender to sexually satisfy the offended.

If it weren’t for the saving the world part, he would be in heaven here.


41- High Stakes

Ash awoke the next morning snuggled up on the largest bed he’d ever seen. Evie must have played with the settings and turned the common room into a huge mattress, then spread the sheets and blankets all over it, because he had a girl in each armpit, and another two sleeping with their heads on his shoulders. Plus, Evie was between his legs, curled up into a ball very near the juncture of his thighs.

He discovered the twins were the ones on his left and right, and smiled to himself over it. If he got no luckier, this was enough.

“Japanese. Twins,” he breathed.

Ashley had her head on his right shoulder, with a thin pillow, while Tinniel had his left shoulder. Rachel was snuggled up against Seffie in the main bedroom, along with Kayle Jai.

The fucking blue wizard.

After some mumbled complaints, he padded to the room and took up her holographic crystal ball. She was there, as always, lounging.

“I need a word with you,” he said, heading downstairs to where Aria was already hard at work over breakfast. Smells he couldn’t identify beyond ‘Mexican’ were already making his mouth water.

“Is that so?” she asked. “Finally come to seek the wisdom of the great and powerful Kayle Jai, after ignoring her for ages?”

“I’m doing the thing you asked me to do,” he said. “More slowly than I would’ve liked, but there it is.”

He waved to Aria, who gave him a dimply smile in return.

“And my expertise has been unneeded up to this point,” she said, clearly irritated at having been off his radar.

“Do you want me to do the thing for you, or not? Because I have to say, this game world isn’t my idea of a great time. I don’t like it, I’d rather have my sex and fireballs, and I’m okay to leave at any time.”

She wisely shut the fuck up for a minute, but did cross her arms and glare at him. Progress was progress though.

“I’m going to break you out of here just as soon as this game world falls,” he told her.

“I am quite sure you’re not exaggerating, lying, or stretching the truth in order to gain something you need from me.”

“Once you’re out you can help, correct?”

“Don’t you mean, once I’m out I can get on my knees like all these other harlots?”

“I guess this conversation is over,” he said, rolling his eyes. He didn’t need to explain to her that all the sex here had been consensual from the very beginning, and everyone who was here had chosen to be here. Except for her.

“Wait, wait. Fine. I will assist you with whatever queries you might have.”

“And no sarcastic whining bullshit?”

“No sarcastic whining bullshit,” she echoed.

“We need to find out how much it will take to beat this game world, and then how many more there are. I guess that begs the question of where the borders of this game world end and where the next begins.” Nova corridor had begun in roughly California and extended over the entirety of the Pacific. They had looked over old maps of the Spellcraft world and determined that it encompassed almost the whole of North America, with a fabled ‘lost continent’ down to the south.

This was something the World of Spellcraft people did to introduce new content that didn’t make sense: veil it in mystery, magic, and rumors. Nobody had been there in the game because the expansion didn’t exist previously. That meant in-game explanations were that nobody traded with it, had heard anything about it, or had been there before the expansion.

So possibly all of South America was a Lost Continent situation for Spellcraft as well. Around the Eastern Seaboard of the United States, again roughly, the map had gone fuzzy, hinting at nations, beasties and races of creatures encountered only in myth and legend, the sort of places no one ever returned from.

“Take me over to the console there,” Kayle said, then after several seconds of silence, added a, “please,” of very forced politeness.

She indicated where Evie had created a depression in the console that would cradle the glass sphere and interact with it. When he placed here sphere there, the whole thing lit up and commands started flashing through the screens.

When she spoke it was clear that the blue mage really enjoyed giving these sorts of explanations. Her chest puffed up, and she made a grand, sweeping gesture to the globe. Unlike Spellcraft, it was much more earth-like. None of the major geographic features were eradicated. The continents all still had their basic shapes. They hadn’t, for instance, become gargantuan flying nation states like Idaho, leaving one enormous lake where most of the state had once been.

“As you can see here,” Kayle began explaining, “the map extends westward from Japan and southward to encompass all of Australia and New Zealand…” She trailed off.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“It’s… huge,” she said.

“That’s what she said,” he joked. “Now, would you care to explain?”

“There’s only one remaining game space aside from Gallantir and your World of Spellcraft with the cards.”

“So three total?”

She nodded. “Someone has been exceedingly busy. Whoever is the Gallantir champion has done all the work for you.”

“That’s… good. That’s good, right?”

She shook her head. “Yes and no. You will be required to conquer Gallantir and wrest control of it from whoever has become its champion.”

If it meant using the Gallantir system, that was bad. It meant there were five exceedingly skilled combatants who would probably eat them alive in a Gallantir match.

“Ashley and others have had the idea,” he told her, “of giving the Gallantir champion control over the Spellcraft system. I see you shaking your head. Okay, explain why it won’t work then.”

“The Systerium closely aligns with this World of Spellcraft and card game hybrid,” she said, and produced one of the collectible Gemheart cards, which shone with gleamed with holo foil and had the orange border of a mythic or masterpiece rarity. “The magic manifested in these cards when I started meddling with the Esotericum mages,” she said. “The imagination of the people of your world was a sufficient skin on the Systerium. It shifted all the items in my inventory and my spell abilities into these cards in your action deck.”

“Ohhhhkay.”

“Gallantir is too dissimilar. No one here will have even the slightest chance of taking on the Esotericum when they arrive. No sniper rifle, no rocket launcher and no Ultimate skill will stand a chance against the red mages.”

“You’re saying this system has to go.”

She nodded. “And the only way to do that is find the person who crystallized the other systems around the world, and defeat them.”

“We have to find that person,” he said. “They’ve been traveling around the world, going into new systems, defeating them, then… what, fucking the girls who are there and locking them into crystals just like Zirennia?”

“You should be able to find him with ease,” she said. “Gallantir calls him Omega.”

“But from the sounds of it, he just took the entire Atlantic Ocean while playing some kind of cozy scuba diving game where you run a sushi restaurant.”

He would’ve much rather played that than any FPS.

“All you have to do is challenge his supremacy and he’ll come,” she said.

“Oh. Easy.”

She raised a finger in warning. “No. Simple.”

He rolled his eyes at the pedantry. If only he liked this woman. It was one thing to try and find her, and try and save her. It was another thing entirely to find out she had been middle management for the planet’s biggest enemy.

Yes, the solution was simply ‘declare a challenge to this guy Omega,’ but actually following through on it was something else.

The results of Omega’s rise to fame were easy to find on the Gallantir version of the internet. Ash felt his heart sink.

He had always hated FPS games, and even though he was halfway decent now, what he saw in the replays of Omega’s battles was enough to sink a freezing block of ice in his guts. The team wasn’t just good individually, but they had a series of coordinated plays set up. They had teamwork. They knew the skill sets of their team members. They’d drilled relentlessly on what happened if they lost a team member early. They knew what to do against a team of two or three interceptors, or lopsided in other ways. Offense or defense, they’d won both their training matches nine to three, and their qualifying matches with three full wins for nine points. It wasn’t even funny either, watching them relentlessly stomp the opposition. Ten rounds to two, nine to three, and eleven to one.

And then they rocketed through the remainder of the tournament boards in record time. Ash and his team had fought in two preliminary matches at the local level. Omega’s team blasted through locals, nationals, and then the World Championship in the course of two months. No setbacks for Omega, no close calls, just pure domination.

Ash couldn’t see how his team, even at their best, was anywhere near good enough to challenge Omega.

“You cannot let him win,” she said.

“I don’t know as I have a choice in the matter.”

***

He struggled with the situation while they prepared for the day’s match against the Surge Binders. They’d done one match on offense, and another on defense, so this one would be decided by a coin flip of all things. This meant reviewing their own tactics on both offense and defense, and reviewing the Surge Binders’ strengths and weaknesses as a team.

It quickly became evident that the Surge Binders were quite strong on defense. They had three sentinels, which were the Evie type of defenders who specialized in trapping areas and then sniping.

“We haven’t fought these ones much,” Evie said.

“Your drone is going to be extremely useful,” Ash replied.

“I believe strongly they will have experience destroying drones,” Mizu said. Traps also wouldn’t trigger his Fiery skill and give him the bonus energy that way. He’d have to hope he grabbed up skills from others using his Roll of the Dice skill. It had been extremely useful to be able to track one of the enemy combatants throughout the whole round, and probably had contributed to his kill count to be invisible to one of his enemies. Each of the tiny bonuses was useful in its own way (except for the weapon upgrade one, which was only ever useful two or three times out of about a dozen), and gave him a variety of ever-shifting slight tactical advantages in different ways. Although he had grown to understand what those bonuses and advantages meant, he couldn’t communicate that to his team before the next round got going and the bullets started flying.

“My luck skill…” he said. “It has a lot of different configurations. A lot of tiny bonuses that could be useful in different ways. But there’s not enough time to shift tactics to account for it.”

“We should make a code,” Tinniel suggested, speaking up for one of the first times. “It’s a one through eight situation, right?”

“Yes and no,” he said. “I can get a skill from one of you, and that I’ll have to choose before the round begins, but I can also get a skill from one of them. So that’s a lot more than eight.”

“It’s four more possibilities from us, and almost fifteen more from the enemy,” Mizu said.

They discounted the weapon upgrade, the 300 bonus starting cash, and the increased energy, and focused on the mini-map bonuses. None of those three were game changers, unless he turned out an early kill and got an Advanced skill use early on. Still, Siren’s Song wasn’t amazing either. If he had the location on one combatant, that was quite useful, and him being invisible to one of the enemies for that round.

“We’re down to three that I should signal then,” he said. “Advanced skill, radar enemy and invisibility.”

They nodded. “And of course the Buddha,” Evie said.

“What?” Tinniel asked.

“When he’s won with everything. Get it?”

“Assume the worst,” Netsu said. “We will fight them on defense. If they are on the attack, it will be easier for us to wait them out, where traps will be less effective. If they are on defense, they will have a much greater advantage.”

This was true: the footage of the Surge Binders on the defense was their winning match against Indomitus, while their loss was against Damn Donuts. With three sentinels, basically all approaches ended up with traps.

“On attack, we’re going to need to suss out traps as fast as possible, or put Mizu and Netsu together and blitz one approach, with Tinniel providing cover. Ash and I can smoke them out or run a probe and disable their traps for the following round.” Once a sentry gun was destroyed it took a great deal of time and energy to reconstruct it, and especially if the sentinel didn’t get enough kills, they wouldn’t have energy enough to do so.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Mizu said.

“It will not be an effective tactic to use every round,” Netsu replied.

“Nobody was saying we were gonna—” Evie stopped at the very moment Ash laid a hand on her shoulder.

“We can group up four or five as well,” Mizu went on. “Use the drone or Tinniel’s arrow to check an approach, go in with Netsu, Ash and myself.”

He could just see Evie getting more and more irate that she was being relegated to afterthought.

“We can also protect Evie and get her sentry and nano swarm set up in the surge site, and in enemy space,” Netsu added. “Not many teams use sentinels effectively on offense. We have the map for the match… it’s the construction site, the tower.”

Mizu groaned.

“What?” Tinniel asked.

“This map has an instant death condition for falling.”

It clicked for Ash. “You know what we need? To open up the approaches.” Everyone turned to him. “We get the cheap shotgun, and one of us rushes for the grenade or rocket launcher, and blast up the walls separating the two hallways. Then Evie and Tinniel can find sniper and sentry perches, and traps from the defenders will be less effective.”

Mizu and Netsu spent a long time considering this, before agreeing. If they could alter the map, they might be able to avoid certain trapped areas more easily.

“It’s worth a shot.”

They groaned at his joke, but he stood by it.

They spent the next few hours munching on a delicious breakfast of eggs, fried tortilla chips, a homemade tomato salsa with a hint of spice to it, baked beans and a dessert made with flaky pastry, stuck together by honey.

They had formations down for the contingencies: if the defenders trapped two approaches, heavily trapped one approach, or lightly trapped all three approaches. A lot of these centered around Netsu and Mizu using their movement skills to blitz through the map and try to catch the sentinels before they’d set up all the tripwires, sentry guns, nano swarms, patrol drones, or other defensive measures.

Deep in Ash’s gut, the whole time through, was the knowledge that eventually, they were going to have to have this discussion about Omega’s team. They would need to be better, a lot better, if they were going to defeat him and his other four combatants.

He had no actual clue how that was going to work, but it had to. Time was just about up.


42- The Other Half Is Extreme Violence

The day dawned bright and early, lighting up a rain soaked landscape with plenty of fresh air. Ash had the windows opened and enjoyed the snuggling that ensued. They only had an hour before they had to face the Surge Binders in combat, but he enjoyed that hour making out with Rachel, then Ashley, then Rachel again, and Ashley again. The others just made contact with him. Evie rubbed herself over his midsection, before he told her that was enough. He needed to be able to walk into the Gallantir dome, and he already had sore hips from too much sex over the last two days.

She pouted, but respected his decision… for a few minutes.

Soon though, they were suited up and headed in to battle. Down an underground hallway, they came up on the battle map, the construction site. All three of the crypto sites had large areas where combatants could fall to their deaths, or be flung out of the arena. Areas of the hallways and just outside the spawn points had the same deal. You weren’t often killed by traps like the tripwire, you’d just be blown back on your ass. Now that stun and knockback could be instantly fatal. Some of the quick movement powers that Mizu and Netsu had would launch them forward, or up in a huge arc. If they landed badly, they could also fall forever.

It was more like a video game than ever.

“If only there were pits of spikes, or sharks with laser beams attached to their heads,” he muttered, and got a butt slap in response.

They lost the coin toss, which put the Surge Binders on the defense.

“Just like we planned,” Mizu said.

“We planned for the hardest thing,” Evie pouted.

“Yes, but we planned for it, which makes us prepared.”

“Prepared to do the hardest thing,” Ash could hear her mumble, though it was too quiet for the others.

Roll of the Dice gave him immunity from one of the combatants at first, and when he gave the signal they shifted to a three-two formation using himself, Netsu and Tinniel on A. In the meantime, Evie and Mizu would slowly make their way through lanes to C and then B, destroying traps and planting the surge while the three of them caused chaos.

Ash’s heart was thudding in his chest. So much could go wrong. He had so little control. He had trusted the girls, and so far it hadn’t paid off. If only he could’ve solo’d this, playing all five combatants at once.

He shook his head and cleared that thought. He’d also done his best to make sure the group could stick together. They had, of teams in their bracket, done the best against the Damn Donuts. That meant something.

They snuck forward and used a skill Tinniel rarely employed, Sight Beyond Sight. Opening a third eye in the center of her forehead, the eye gave her enemy locations nearby, even if they were behind walls, behind obscuring domes, or hidden by skills. She usually used the arrow to give her her and intercepters a broad, quick flash of a look at enemy positions. She so rarely went on offense with the faster fighters that Ash noted her hands shaking.

Just through that wall was an enemy, bending down to set up a tripwire. Netsu spun around the corner and put him down with two rapid shots to the head, then ducked back behind the wall. Gunshots smashed into the wall right where she’d been and threw off slivers of plaster and concrete. One shot hit a steel beam and ricocheted right by Ash’s head.

“On three!” he shouted, then immediately followed with, “Three!”

Activating Mesmer and Fiery, he rushed out ahead of Netsu and Tinniel. Netsu knew to follow. Tinniel covered the other angle, then obscured the other side of the large site A room.

Both skills took effect: one, a blue haze appeared above the enemy’s head, and two: Ash’s energy spiked up. Although he fired, none of his shots connected. His enemy had ducked back behind the corner to shake off the effect of being stunned.

That mattered less to Netsu, who rocketed past him using a movement skill, landing in a roll and coming up firing again. She and the enemy traded body shots. She fell. Before Ash turned the corner, he heard distant fire and skills popping off.

The enemy came around the corner. This must’ve been the one who couldn’t see him on the mini-map. Ash took him in the head with two quick shots.

Two down… but Evie and Mizu had fallen, and he’d just watch Netsu get taken out. Mizu and Evie hadn’t gone down without a fight though: the Surge Binders now sat at two combatants as well.

“Surge in C,” he said, and Tinniel confirmed that with the command they’d practiced. They immediately headed forward with him directly before her. Mesmer was almost off its cooldown and ready to use again. Plus, he had Dragonsoul on his skills list, and in a few seconds he’d be able to use it again.

“Move,” he breathed.

Congratulations! Roll of the Dice has leveled up, the message suddenly read.

Ash flinched from the sudden message, and he threw on Dragonsoul.

It was good he did, too, because his enemy swung wide, already firing. Two, three, four shots came his way. Two splashed against the fire surrounding him, but two hit him center mass, dropping his health.

He and Tinniel were firing through, and the enemy fell a few seconds later.

Ash breathed a sigh of relief and sagged against the wall. The pain of getting shot in the chest was balanced out by the exhilarating he felt from another assist.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Good,” he said. “I’ll keep point. One more enemy.”

Congratulations! The second message blared out, and he just about jumped out of his skin. Mesmer has leveled up.

Why was he leveling like this?

He tried to ignore it, though he was excited. Two level ups in under ten seconds was pretty huge.

They were in enemy territory now, the enemy spawn point, so Tinniel kept stopping to use her Sight Beyond Sight. They didn’t want to alert the last enemy to their location.

First, they discovered a nano swarm, and swung wide around it while trying to keep from falling into the abyss. Down below was hundreds of dizzying feet of nothingness. If Ash and the girls hadn’t spent several months sky pirating, he would’ve found the sight uncomfortable. Instead, they noted the trouble spot and moved on. Next, they found a place with a sentry gun already set up, and Tinniel was able to put an obscuring dome over it, which effectively reduced its range to zero. A series of shots later and it was destroyed.

The Surge Binders had been using a two-one-two spread, with a sentinel at all three places… but the second sentinel had concentrated on the actual large site B room instead of trapping these hallways on their own side.

They found the last combatant a few minutes of slow, methodical movement later. Although the tension was high, they didn’t want to rush the last kill. Heavy footsteps revealed your position, almost as well as Tinniel or Evie’s intel skills.

The message came just as they were rushing past a gap.

Congratulations! Fiery has leveled up.

Unbelievable.

He activated Mesmer and Fiery, then dove forward just as the message popped into his face. A moment later the sentinel fired through the gap and took Tinniel high in one shoulder. She dropped and crawled the rest of the way, swearing quietly.

The moment he strafed aside with the intent of getting a shot on his opponent, another message popped up.

Congratulations! Fiery has evolved. Your new ability is known as Abyssal.

He gritted his teeth against the frustration and the now surety that these notifications were coming at the exact wrong times for reasons. Someone, some algorithm or some person, had engineered all this to happen at the wrong times.

He continued rolling, and shots spanged off the ground near where he’d been. He’d rolled too close to the edge of the map, and went over, just in time to grab the ledge to avoid instant death.

Above him, the sounds of combat continued.

“Ash?” Tinniel was shouting. When she panicked, her poor instincts for the game came through like this and sapped her effectiveness. She was the worst teammate to leave alone, unfortunately.

The last Surge Binder, when the replay could be watched, set up a sentry drone to watch for Tinniel to peek her head up, and headed wide around to where Ash wouldn’t have had a shot on her. She then snuck up ant tagged Tinniel with a headshot.

Ash hadn’t been able to see any of this. The only thing he knew was that a shot rang out and Tinniel’s face dropped off the head’s up display.

Down to one on one, and he’d already taken several hits.

He waited. Straining to keep his grip on the ledge, he braced his feet against the wall. Listening with all his might, he tried to see the enemy in holographic form through the floor. It was only the first round, he thought. One wasn’t a deal breaker.

There. A footstep too close to him. The woman appeared as a reddish outline for a moment, walking toward him. Not sneaking, but walking.

Congratulations! Your Ultimate skill—

He shook it away and activated Mesmer the moment her head peeked over. When she tried to shoot, she failed from the swirling power of his sheer charisma. He launched himself upward and into her face, firing until there weren’t any bullets left to shoot.

She was dead and he had leveled up four times.

Ash called a two minute time out the moment he reappeared in the spawn point.

“I just leveled up four skills in one round,” he told them. Roll of the Dice had leveled up and now read:

Roll of the Dice (Basic Skill, enhanced)

Activates at the beginning of any round automatically. Depending on your roll of a simple polyhedral die, you gain the following:

1- +300 nanites for the round

2- a Basic skill from an enemy combatant for this round

3- an Advanced skill from your chosen teammate (specify before the round begins) for this round

4- a weapon upgrade for this round based on your current weapons

5- the location of one enemy combatant is marked on your map for this round

6- +15 energy to begin this round

7- your location is hidden from one enemy combatant’s map for this round

8- +40 health for this round.

9- You gain two of these bonuses for the round, rolled again randomly (this is removed)

10- All of the above bonuses, including bonus 9.

Perhaps his favorite out of this list (aside from the new 9 and 10) was that the weapon upgrade was based on whatever weapons he was currently holding. No more getting a sniper rifle upgrade for this round only, when he didn’t have and couldn’t afford to buy a sniper rifle. Most everything else was the same or slightly enhanced, but this one was gravy.

He’d scored a 9 on this first roll, and then re-rolled for extra health and extra nanites. Even though it seemed like someone might be trying to stack the deck against hm, he was still very lucky.

“I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it seemed like whoever’s in charge of the system tried to sabotage me.”

“Sabotage you? With skill advancements?” Evie asked, clearly skeptical.

“They all happened right at moments where I could’ve been killed.” Except the first one.

“Odd,” Mizu said.

“We will watch for this to continue to occur going forward,” Netsu said.

They had come within an hair’s breadth of losing. If his physical strength or reflexes hadn’t been enough, they’d have lost.

His new skill that replaced Fiery looked a great deal like its predecessor. However, it now gave him an Advanced skill called Voidform when Abyssal was used and an enemy tried to use a skill near him.

Abyssal (Basic Skill)

The black void of eternity is your birthright by blood.

Spend 5 energy to activate. Duration: 5 seconds. You are 25% quieter.

Any time an enemy activates a skill targeting you, they lose 10 energy. You gain 10 energy. If you have been targeted by one or more skills while Abyssal is active, gain the Advanced skill Voidform.

Instead of moving 10% faster, he became less likely to show up as a hologram to enemies when he made noise. The other upgrade here was the enemy losing 10 energy instead of 5, a bonus he liked.

Voidform (Advanced Skill)

How is it possible to hit… nothing?

Spend 25 energy to activate. Duration: 10 seconds. You become the void, negating all handgun and SMG attacks, 50% of assault rifle and shotgun attacks, and 10% of sniper rifle attacks fired at you.

While active, you make no sound and may not be discovered by basic intel skills used by enemies.

While active, you may walk through walls.

This was a major improvement. Ten seconds instead of eight. No sound at all, instead of flight and radiating fire damage. And the real game changer was obviously the ability to walk through walls. Although he liked the speed and the flight options of his former ability, he’d rarely been able to make use of them. Fiery hadn’t given him the ability to use Dragonsoul often, but now he was damn sure going to try and get Voidform working as often as possible.

“Okay,” he said. “Based on the recordings, they’ll go on the offense down the center and come around behind whoever they’ve picked up on the one lane or the other, right?”

“In all likelihood, yes,” Mizu said. They’d done so in the second round of both matches, on offense and defense.

“We counter with drawing them up into C,” Evie said.

The twins nodded.

Ash headed up into C with Netsu and Tinniel this time, while Evie trapped a weird area behind them. Mizu took the crypto surge, just in case they had site A completely undefended.

They soon encountered the resistance they figured they’d get, ducking behind cover and beginning to activate skills. With extra energy he’d bought, he put on Siren’s Song and slowed down his enemies.

“Net!” He called, and she launched herself forward with a comet-like skill use yet again. With her moving fast and the enemy slowed, they got the drop on the two of them. It was like a replay of the way the last round had gone: Netsu catching them off guard and he and Tinniel rushing forward, but not in time. The second defender took Netsu out, but fell to their attack. In turn, Ash pumped the other defender full of buckshot and slammed her off the walkway, into the abyss beyond.

The difference came when the defenders, trying to sneak around and flank them, found Evie’s traps waiting for them. They flailed around against the sentry gun and Evie killed first one, then forced the other to retreat.

From there it bogged down into a firefight, where the enemy tried hit and run, tried to trap and draw them in, and it all ended when Mizu planted the crypto surge in site A.

They’d won again. Knowing their enemy really was half the battle.


43- The End Of Fish

The system continued to attempt shenanigans with them as the match went on. Evie and Tinniel both experienced their heads up displays switching around, so the skill bar was arranged differently, or the mini-map changed positions. Netsu and Mizu both experienced missing heads up displays when they tried to engage skills. All of them had difficulty buying items during the short space between rounds, when all the prices vanished from in front of them.

These tiny glitches affected their performance at exactly the wrong times, and they only won one of the next three rounds, putting them up 3-2.

They called a timeout again and tried to figure out how to appeal to the administration on how to proceed, but they received no response.

“Our only option is to kick their asses the old fashioned way,” Ash told them.

“But this isn’t fair!” Evie complained.

“It doesn’t have to be fair,” he said. “Get used to the idea that we need our wits and our guns.”

Ash was feeling strange. Lightheaded.

Although he now had Abyssal and Voidform, actually using them in the game seemed increasingly difficult. His HUD sometimes glitched out and vanished the moment he tried to tap the skill to use, sometimes the positions of the skill icons flipped, and other times the whole HUD flipped upside down, meaning his mini-map was on the bottom of his screen, and upside down.

He still scored rolls of 10 on his Roll of the Dice skill in the next three rounds in a row. The third time, his roll of 9 gave him invisibility from three of his opponents. After killing all five of their opponents, he put them up 6-3.

And on the next round, although his UI was glitching all over the place, he rolled another 10 on Roll of the Dice, upgraded his current weapon twice, and gave him 600 extra nanites. He stocked up with the heavy shielding and bought all the energy he could.

The odd feeling in his head grew.

With his Siren’s Song upgraded, it now affected a much larger area. Although the effects were the same intensity, the expanded range was impressive. Now all he had to do was successfully activate his skills without the UI messing up. And he had the energy to activate it right off the bat.

He charged into the fray with Mizu and Netsu on his tail. This time he activated any skill he could get his fingers on. Abyssal was the one he triggered, though it had been Siren’s Song he wanted, and the next one he activated was Siren’s Song, when he was going for Mesmer.

His shots hit. Once he and an enemy came around the corner at the same time, but he scored the headshot while they fired wide. The next opponent hit Mizu and he took them out. Afterwards, he mistakenly activated Voidform, was blasted through a wall by a grenade launcher, and landed right at the feet of an opponent. He fired up through their legs and killed them before they knew he was there. Then he stalked through this new hallway and merc'd the next two he came across. At the last one, his Mesmer skill upgraded to Hypno right as his enemy peeked and tried to shoot him, but again he fired a headshot.

His whole body seemed lighter, like he was on copious amounts of caffeine and nothing could bother him. He was fast, he was light, and he was untouchable. Some distant part of him knew this was nonsense, but the feeling couldn’t be shrugged off.

A minute later they stood victorious over the Surge Binders, celebrating even though it was the buy phase of the next round. 7-3 meant a win, though they still went through the next two rounds as a formality.

In the next two, he scored two more 10’s on his Roll of the Dice. And in the next two, he raced through the map, triggering traps and blasting apart sentry turrets, killing off drones that were attempting to shoot him, and absolutely wrecking anyone who popped their heads out. His gun seemed to move on its own at this point. He just swung it from side to side and shot anything that moved.

In the last round, he ended up with all five kills.

They ended with the victory and an impressive 9-3 blowout.

***

“Our first ever!” Tinniel bubbled, when it came time for the post-match interview.

“It’s so exciting!” Evie mimicked her tone, squealing and shaking her balled fists right next to her face in an exaggeratedly cutesy manner. Tinniel didn’t take the bait, and instead hugged Evie tight and squealed.

“What was going through your head as the match went on?” the holographic news anchor asked.

“I will tell you exactly what was happening throughout that match—” Netsu began, but Mizu cut her off.

“We did our best. We studied the enemy and figured out most of their plays. And we also had a lot of luck in the form of our Ash.”

“Our Ash,” the other three echoed, weirdly.

“Bad Ash,” Evie added, and pinched his butt.

“What message do you have for our viewers at home?” The blonde hologram asked.

“We got here because we studied, because we worked hard, and because we never stopped, even when things looked grim,” Tinniel burst out. “You can do it too, everyone! Do your best, and push yourself so your best gets better all the time.”

All of them stared at her.

***

“Tinniel?” Ashley asked once they’d gotten back to the ship.

The tiny blonde had turtled back up right after that. “Hm?”

“What… the fuck… was that?”

Tinniel just laughed weakly. “I don’t know.”

They watched the replays of the match, then the next several. It seemed like the oddities they’d had with their user interfaces and heads up displays weren’t isolated incidents. Something was happening, but no one knew what. The administrators were among those who didn’t understand how things were going wrong, because they released a statement about anomalies in the system that were being checked on.

Two days later, they faced yet another team, the Checked Pumas, and defeated them 8-4. This took them from the top 32 to the top 16. Two days after that, it was the Jakes. Though a weird name, and though four of them were obscuring type commanders, peppering the battlefield with those obscuring domes and larger scale smoke grenades, Sirens of the Mist took down the Jakes 7-5. In the top 8, the competition for this local tournament was supposed to get a lot harder, but Ash and the girls destroyed the Gnome Rulers team 9-3.

In almost every instance, the same sorts of glitches were reported, but these affected all players equally, and the admin couldn’t discover the source of the issues. Ash grabbed a roll of 9 or 10 on his skill not 20% of the time as the skill indicated, but 80% of the time.

Although he expected the opposing teams to complain about this skill, none did. Instead, everyone lodged complaints equally regarding the skill system running into issues, and the mini-maps flipping upside down, and the buy phase going apeshit.

At one point, Ash found a longbow for sale, along with enchanted ice arrows, but it disappeared before he could purchase it. Another time, he saw health potions in a new tab that hadn’t existed before.

By the top 4 match, they’d figured out what was happening. All it took was a monster attack.

Ash and the Sirens were in the middle of their fifth round when all the lights came up, and the holograms covering the nanites disappeared. Then the nanites fell to dust on the floor and quickly disappeared into the cracks between large square floor tiles. Likewise, their guns disappeared. After all, nobody had access to real guns in this world; you could only manifest guns you’d bought with nanites in the dome.

When no one could answer what the hell was going on, they waved to the opposing team, Jason and the Biscuits, and headed out of the dome to see if they could see anything. Once the answer there was no, they got in the ship and lifted off for a better view.

“Huh,” Ashley said. “That’s… a witch.”

It was a thunderstorm, first, coming the wrong way. Thunderstorms did not, typically speaking, manifest in the west and then roll east.

“It could be a typhoon,” Evie said, before the storm opened two large eyes full of webs of lightning, and a huge toothy mouth of clouds grinned down at them.

The rest of them turned to her.

“I mean it still could be,” she protested.

A woman on a broomstick zoomed by something much larger emerging from the sentient storm. It appeared to be some kind of cross between a dinosaur, an aquatic dinosaur to be exact, and a shrub. Even from this distance they could see that it was made of living wood and vines. Bright spots of color proved to be yellow lizards that spat lightning out of their mouths, with blue mottling on their flabby bodies. Smaller spots of color that couldn’t be seen from here were flowers that shot paralyzing quills. Nearly invisible on the flying plesiosaur dragon vine the size of the Gallantir dome were the apex parasites, which stalked other parasites, and sometimes ate the lightning lizards.

Another witch appeared, followed by one, two, five skyships. These were Spellcraft style ships, though not all of them for long. While three of them immediately began to pepper the gigantic flying vine with their guns, one appeared to have beasts swarming it. This one came swooping down low from up high and got closer to the Gallantir Japan ended up transforming slowly into a flying car similar to the Wind Runner. It didn’t transform fast enough to stop it from crashing into a nearby building and going up in purple, green and blue flames.

People were now fleeing in terror through the streets, and into the large parking lot surrounding the Gallantir dome.

“Do we go help?” Ashley asked, mystified and a little scared.

“We can’t,” Tinniel answered, equally bewildered by what was happening.

The current Wind Runner didn’t have any guns. They didn’t have spells, weapons or cards.

“Any theories on why?”

“We’re rising in the ranks and getting closer to breaking the game system here?” Rachel suggested.

“This didn’t happen in Nova Corridor,” Ash said, and headed downstairs to where Kayle Jai was still stuck in her tiny crystal ball.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

She was sitting cross-legged in the ball.

“If I tell you, will you promise to let me out of here?” she asked.

Ash had, since he’d gotten her weeks ago, despised the woman. She hadn’t shown any gratitude, only added to his problems, and she didn’t give him the benefit of the doubt. He made mistakes? Well everyone made mistakes. That was part of the human experience. You played a game and died over and over until you were forced to continue. There was no walkthrough on this new reality, no ultimate survivor’s guide to all this. He had to learn by doing. Only Zirennia could get better by simply reading books, and she was trapped in a crystal now.

It was only in RPGs that you could slowly but surely grind your way to leveling up over and over again, building up a team of super powerful badasses who wouldn’t need a single potion against the strongest boss because they were at level 999. According to her though they didn’t have—the earth didn’t have—a thousand hours for him to kill the same challenges over and over, for diminishing returns, and eventually reach godhood.

“What happens when I let you out?” he asked.

“I assist you in attempting to save the world, obviously. What did you believe I was about to say, that I would disappear back to my home reality? I can’t go back. The organization that trained and funded me also disavowed my existence the moment I left.”

“I’ll let you out,” he promised. When she nodded, he pointed out towards the enormous vine monster. It was really big enough to be called a kaiju, which somehow made it fitting, since they were in Japan.

“What’s happening now is the fraying of the control of the Systerium,” she said. “As the main systems get bigger, they exert pressure on one another.” She concentrated, and the monitors showed the world again. Gallantir was the only thing they could see, a huge yellow shaded are that fell over all of Asia, basically all of Europe, and extended down to Australia and New Zealand. “I cannot say what is going on in Africa and parts of the Middle East, but there is a blue border here, at the English Channel, and another one here over Japan. We are looking at… with the Civilization game over your eastern half of North America, five systems. Down from fifteen. They are approaching singularity. Civilization aside, your Spellcraft system, this Gallantir system and whatever exists over your Africa will be far stronger than the Nova Corridor you just took down. And as they grow the more the magic of the Systerium attempts to get them to mesh.”

“So they are simply attempting to become one,” he said.

“Correct,” Kayle said. “Now I will be freed.”

Ash didn’t have anything here that would allow him to free her, but hadn’t chosen to say that. She was smart enough. She knew that much already.

“Maybe…” Rachel started, but couldn’t finish.

All the windows on the ship suddenly went dark. They were plunged into near complete blackness for long enough that the girls first freaked out, then calmed down. Eventually all the monitors and windows in the whole ship lit up, displaying a single face: handsome, deep brown, and sporting a villainous goatee. He also, and Ash wasn’t quite sure what to make of this, was wearing fisherman’s coveralls, with a fishing pole slung over one shoulder. The strangest part was the yellow fisherman’s hat made of flexible plastic cinched tight under his chin. Wherever Omega was, it was raining, and he was squinting.

“Is this thing working?” the man asked.

“Who are you?” Evie demanded, but Ash knew already.

“Omega,” Ash said coldly.

“I just got a notification that some asshole is trying to take my home away from me,” Omega said. “Gallantir is mine, whoever the fuck you are.”

He must’ve been able to spot the Zirennia crystal hanging over Ash’s shoulder.

“A fellow dominator, eh? Well, I’ve got two crystals already. I earned them.” He shifted his gaze to Ashley and the girls. “And I’ll have one more when I’m done with this fucking fishing game… I’ll come for your system. Omega is the end of resistance. Omega is the end all.”

“He knows about the game systems,” Rachel breathed.

“He talks about himself in the third person,” Mizu whispered.

“He can also hear you speaking about him,” Omega said darkly.

“Omega is the end of a fish, and the beginning of a ten piece sushi platter,” Evie said.

“Omega also ruins women on ever being with another man,” the fisherman said, clearly not pleased with the backtalk. “Now run back to your own system and leave my home.”

Ash held out a hand to forestall Evie. She got as far as, “Look here, cuntwad—” before she cut off and stared angrily at him.

“That’s right,” Ash told the many faces of Omega. “And now my game system is pushing on yours. It’s getting ugly. You need to get here, so we can settle who gets ownership over the system.”

A gorgeous brown-skinned woman peeked her head into the frame over Omega’s shoulder.

“Who are you talking to?” she asked.

“The guy whose ass I’m going to beat in a few hours,” Omega said. “Call the team. We’re heading back to Japan.”

“What about the restaurant?” she asked.

In response, Omega rolled his eyes. It was clear he was on a smart phone, because the background shifted from a dock to a beach and then to a row of businesses on the coast… of England perhaps? He lifted a lit Molotov cocktail into frame, smiled, and tossed it through the window of a restaurant. Screams and shouts later, people and then smoke began pouring out of the building.

“All I need to do is win the game by any means,” Omega said, to the dark-skinned beauty. “Knowing it’s a game gives me certain advantages.”

The woman was speechless.

“Now grab the redhead waitress,” he said. “Omega has a load to shoot and a crystal to collect.”

He returned his attention Ash and the girls. “I’ll be back in in Japan in, hm… twelve hours or so. I’ll meet you in the Gallantir dome, Sirens of the Mist. Your team is fucked.” He swept a predatory gaze over the girls. “Then you’re fucked.”

His eyes locked onto Ashley and raked her up and down.

“Maybe her.” Then he frowned at Rachel. Ash saw that her cat ears and eyes were back. “And what is your name?”

Rachel stood tall, baring her neck, and Omega seemed to recognize the chokers on all their necks. “Well look at that, a fellow player. Game recognizes game, young man. I won’t take pleasure in ruining your girls forever, but that is what’s going to happen. It’s not personal.”

“I’m afraid they’re mine,” Ash replied coldly.

Omega chuckled. Arrogance leaked out of every part of him. “I’ll let you choose which of them I get to stretch out. I don’t mind which… one of you will do the honor of screaming my name.”

The call cut, and silence took over.


44- We Can’t Win

Ash discovered he had his action deck if they moved towards the border between Gallantir and Spellcraft. He liked having his old skills and attributes back, mostly because he had a Diamonds skill that was simply insane. Legend.

He brought up his character sheet just to be sure everything was still the way it should be, and breathed a sigh of relief.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 2, Bard, Master level 2

Good: 186/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero

Luck Be A Lady (Achievement: Grandmaster rank in Diamonds)

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 6)

Charming- (Master level 6)

Clever- (Expert level 2)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Master level 22)

Quick- (Expert level 1)

Sly- (Expert level 1)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 7)

Coins (Expert level 1)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 7)

Wands (Master level 1)

Diamonds (Legend level 10)

Spades (Journeyman level 5)

Hearts (Master level 1)

Clubs (Journeyman level 5)

“Yes,” he breathed. He hadn’t really been afraid of losing any of it, but he was still glad it was all the way he’d left it. The worst would’ve been a hard reset to everything and starting over from zero.

The girls joined him, though they kept the ship in the Gallantir zone to keep its cool internet, its awesome gigantic fridge and freezer, and all the screens and nice beds.

Plus the BDSM porn dungeon Evie had constructed.

“We could stand here and fight Omega this way,” Ashley suggested.

“It won’t work, even if we bring him into the Spellcraft zone,” he said. “It has to be in the Gallantir zone. We have to beat him at his own game.”

But first, they had a gigantic vine monster to destroy.

Ash and the girls took the thing apart like it was their fucking job. Although it was a Grandmaster level threat, and it constantly dropped Master level parasitic organisms from its huge body, it was too huge to miss. Sure it shrugged off 90% of the damage they did to it, but the 10% that got through chipped away at its health over a serious period of time. Also, the other sky ships nearby bombarded it with cannon fire. Although it sent out vine attacks, they were countered by Fireballs.

Whenever it showered them in gigantic clouds of choking pollen, Ashley pulled out a high level cleansing spell. In the meantime Evie went for any and all weak spots: nodes where the creature originated, bundles of vines that concealed large rocky gem clusters, and large parasites that got past Rachel or the twins. Tinniel also peppered the gigantic creature with dozens of multiply and penetrating arrows. She chose all sorts of combinations of arrows, since deflecting shots and exploding shots would also work. In the end, the penetrating shots that went through vines and the multi-shot arrows were a good combination.

She actually went through her entire mana pool in under two minutes, and had to wait in the protection of Rejuvenating Aura before firing once more. Ashley too remained in the aura in order to rejuvenate her own mana for holy casting.

In just an hour of slowly damaging it, the creature landed on the ground and began to terrorize the Japanese streets. Ash and the girls were able to take the fight to it more directly, slicing through vines and bursting exploding seed pods. In another half an hour, Ashley healed and cleansed, the twins and Rachel whirled and dodged and slashed, and Evie brought down every ranged attack that was shot toward them. Ash stood his ground, buffing them with auras and blasting out Fireball after Fireball. It felt good to have all his buffs and auras active, to throw so much elemental magic out, and to watch as the creature’s health was slowly sapped away.

They moved together and never strayed too far from Ash’s aura protections. Since he had slept with all six of them currently fighting, Master of Haremonies gave him immense bonuses for his auras, making the Rejuvenating Aura refill his entire mana pool in just a few minutes.

In the end, the creature fell and crushed the better part of a city block, which was a shame for Japan but a small price to pay compared with any Godzilla film ever created.

“I can’t… believe… we did that…” Tinniel panted after the creature and its dozens of parasites were all dead.

“We’ll do it better, and we’ll do it faster in the future,” Ash said, and tried to believe that. Although they were all leveling up, all in Expert now and closing on where he was at Master in his two classes, part of him knew it hardly mattered.

This game zone mattered. Omega mattered. Of course they would need to ascend that ladder back in Spellcraft, but some of them might not make it back there intact.

Ashley healed him one last time, while the rest of them stared at the creature and started to look through their messages for level ups, and spending their attribute and skill points.

One of the parasites had the ability to fire out poisoned spines, but Mizu and Netsu had taken out most of them before they reached him. Most of them. He felt the strength return as the cleansing spell cured the poison, and then his flesh mending with that intolerable itching sensation when she healed.

“Who will you choose?” she asked quietly.

Perhaps she thought—or secretly knew—that she would be chosen because of how bad she’d been in Spellcraft and then Gallantir. That Omega would take her for his own and seal her into a crystal.

“Look at me,” he said. She didn’t, not for a long time. Eventually he placed a finger on her chin and lifted her head. “Look. At me.”

“Don’t...” she said. “Don’t lie, okay?”

“No one is going to be given to him. Not one of you. He would have to come into Spellcraft and level up to… I don’t know, Grandmaster at least. Only then would he be able to lay claim to the whole territory, and you know what? Not only is he not going to do that, because he’s a prick who would certainly get himself killed, but you eight, including Seffie and Aria, are not the only eight women in the whole system, you understand?” She nodded sullenly. “So get that thought out of your head. I’m not offering one of you up as some kind of sacrificial lamb. That’s not happening.”

“But he’s… we can’t beat him.”

He frowned at that. She’d watched the same footage of Omega’s team that he had. Omega was unbeaten, and very likely unbeatable, in Gallantir.

“I’ll figure out something,” he told her, though he didn’t quite have the conviction in his voice that he would’ve liked.

Once the girls had discussed the best options for leveling up, they headed back into the Gallantir world. Ashley morphed from her half-elf, half-nellwyn form back into her tall, leggy blonde self with the tattoo of the sakura blossoms. Tinniel lost her wings and fell two feet to the ground, where the piercings and the shaved head appeared out of nowhere. Rachel lost her fuzzy ears, swishing tail, and thin layer of fur over some parts of her body, only to regrow the ears a few seconds later. Mizu and Netsu were the two whose changes were most dramatic: the water and lava becoming flesh and clothing, facial features appearing, and fire shrinking into a sheet of black hair. They didn’t seem to notice, either, and their confident strides made them seem like badasses walking away from explosions they’d set off.

“We need to be prepared for Omega and his team,” Ash said. “We’ll review the footage and make a profile of each of them.”

What followed was a serious, somber, and prolonged effort to catalogue each and every ability of Omega’s team. They ran two sentinels, two commanders and one infiltrator, a slightly different configuration to Ash’s team.

The first, the Infiltrator was called Red Claw. She had short range teleporting abilities and short-lived invisibility, along with unerring aim when it came to throwing her melee weapons. This was her Advanced skill, which allowed her to float a number of blades up next to her, and dart them out at opponents. Melee weapons ignored shielding, so this was an ability she employed often in later rounds, where everyone would have light or heavy shielding purchased.

Red Claw frequently worked directly with Omega. On defenses they could be found charging down the lanes where the attackers might be coming down, and meet them before they were ready. When they charged forward on defense and met no resistance, like Ash’s team had done, they would circle around and try to come at the attackers from behind. Other times she was there with a lightning fast save, when the enemy finally did choose a site where they’d plant the crypto surge.

The second was the sentinel, Doom. Although the sentinel had similar trap configuration to Evie, his sentry gun could be set to hover over one shoulder and move at a steady pace with him. His nano swarm was an attack skill, forming into spikes and stabbing when people crossed over, while his tripwire was simply a revealer, which burst into butterflies to disrupt the enemy’s sight.

Doom was extremely effective as a camper, who set up in the perfect space on a map, and was able to kill his opponents without being detected. Once he had enough nanites to buy a sniper rifle he would simply disappear.

The third was the other sentinel, Artemis. Like Tinniel, she primarily worked with a bow. Unlike Tinniel, she set traps by firing special arrows. Those arrows could tether someone to one spot, making movement impossible, or stun and reveal everyone in a radius around where the arrow landed. Her Ultimate was the ability to summon two robotic wolves to guard a space, or advance down a hallway. These were naturally nearly invisible, and highly resistant to attacks, making them an excellent way for one sentinel to hold an entire crypto surge site without requiring a single combatant.

Artemis could be a solitary hunter with her two wolves, or support for the intercepter or the commanders. She was specialized in using a grenade launcher like a sniper rifle sometimes, though she was excellent at strafe firing with several different types of assault rifles. Her strongest advantage though was in using the cheapest SMG to wreck enemy groups in early round play, giving them wins until Doom could afford the expensive sniper rifle.

The fourth combatant on Omega’s team—

“Why are we even fucking doing this?” Evie said, sighing.

“What are you talking about?”

They had been at this for four hours already, just categorizing the types of skills, the method each combatant used, and the way they often teamed up, and which combinations they ran in offensive or defensive play.

“They have every trick in the book. Two and three upgrades on all their skills. They’ve been doing this for so long they just know. Look, this match they finished in under thirty minutes. Two of those rounds took under ninety seconds. They just knew their opponents, they had their approaches perfectly coordinated, they never wasted a bullet.”

The rest of them stared at her.

“I can’t be the only one who’s seeing the pattern here. Yes, we’ve been doing well, but we’ve been working at the local level. These guys are S-tier. Triple S-tier. We’re just getting into high D at best.”

“You’re just being fatalistic. D is for defeatist,” Mizu said, but Ash heard the uncertain quaver in her voice. Mizu knew this was a major uphill battle just like Ash did.

“D isn’t bad,” Ashley said. “I like the D.”

“You’re a pervy slut though,” Evie snapped back. Then she returned to the group. “Look, we could get better. Finish off these locals, do a circuit or two or three of regionals before we won at last, head up to nationals, maybe win, maybe take a couple of years before we won, then get into international competition.

“You know what kind of shit happens in that kind of time? We level up our fuckin’ teamwork. We make and break some formations that work and don’t. We fight teams that stop making stupid fucking mistakes and get fucking serious. And the ones who are good will make things really close. We level our skills, get our teamwork in order… these things don’t happen over-fucking-night.”

No one spoke. They were all fixated closely on her words, which must have been intimidating for her, because she threw up her hands in disbelief and frustration. “We’re going to lose! The shit has hit the fan.”

“Evie—” Ash started.

“Don’t give me that shit, Ash. You know I’m right. You know we can’t beat this guy. No inspiring speech is going to suddenly improve our skill level and teamwork by triple or fuckin’ quadruple. They know it, you know it.”

“We have no choice,” he told her. “Omega is coming. So unless you have a better idea, or you want off the team, I suggest we plow our way forward.”

“I could stand to get plowed,” Rachel muttered.

Chuckles resounded through the girls, which was good because Evie’s doom-filled monologue had really dampened spirits.

The first place where the team would lose was through their morale. Enemies broken in spirit were already conquered, and right now morale was right at the point where they’d started out this Gallantir journey. And although Ash had really come around to enjoying his five on five tactical combat with guns and special abilities, he was pretty certain Evie was right. They needed to treat Gallantir like Spellcraft, where progress was incremental and beating the game was a long term goal.

Seriously, people played Spellcraft for hundreds, thousands of hours and still didn’t get through all the bosses that were available to defeat. They had crossed out of Beginner and into Amateur with this local tournament, and maybe they would be Journeyman level at the end of a regional tournament, but this Omega guy and his team were easily Masters, possibly Grandmasters. The only thing Ash felt like he’d mastered or grandmastered was getting lucky.

He chuckled wearily. Tiredness had already overtaken Tinniel, who was asleep in her beanbag and beginning to snore softly. Rachel and Ashley appeared to be following right after her. Only Mizu and Netsu were totally alert—

Mizu yawned, long and loud.

“That’s it,” he said. “We’re getting some sleep. We can think of what to do in the morning. We need rest.”

Evie responded immediately, though she was just as exhausted. Pressing a series of buttons on the handheld tablet, the beanbag chairs were removed from the room and beds rose up to replace them. Those same mechanical tendrils she’d used just to tie up and have sex with Rachel, Tinniel and Ashley now slowly slid a sleeping Tinniel out of the way on the beanbag, while Ashley, Rachel and Mizu blearily stripped out of their clothes and flopped onto the mass of thick cushions Evie had just created.

Netsu gave him a long, meaningful glance as he did, one hand drifting up to touch the flame on her choker.

The girls were all basically asleep a minute later.


45- HE CΩMETH

Deciding a shower was in order, Ash headed to the bathroom and started the water. The ship being essentially a mobile apartment large enough for all nine of them to live was a huge boon. Its ability to reconfigure itself to their needs was an even bigger boon.

The bathroom had just been a shower stall on the lower level for a large part of the time, but like most of the other aspects of the ship Evie had made enhancements. The bathroom now sported a large jacuzzi tub capable of seating three comfortably, with detachable shower head. The speed with which it filled the tub was nothing short of a miracle. He’d have to give Evie a raise.

Netsu was behind him and removing his clothes before he’d registered her presence in the bathroom.

“Mmm,” he said.

She made sure to rub her hands all over any part of him she uncovered, massaging his calves, his hamstrings, and then spending a long time kneading his ass. Before she got carried away, she removed his shirt and massaged his back as well.

“You are under a great deal of pressure,” she said, expertly working the knots out of his shoulders. She began kissing him too, over his back and shoulders, then kneeling down to slowly work around his tailbone. This felt divine, and he groaned.

“I do not know what we ought to do instead,” she said, and turned him around. She was nude already, save for the choker, which glinted in the lights. She’d dimmed them down for the ambiance. “But I feel as though you will know what to do when the time comes.”

It was weird to think of all the girls around him as being perfect, but Netsu was perfectly formed. Thin, lithe, perfectly proportioned, her breasts just the right size, her face just the right shape. Just as Ashley’s face had just the right shape. Netsu appeared fierce and at the same time demure. The long bangs framing her face added to this, but half of her head was dyed red, orange and yellow. Although he expected her to be tattooed like all the other girls, but she was totally unmarked.

Instead of the immediate blowjob he figured he would get, Netsu gently guided him to a seat in the tub and continued the massage. She rubbed the muscles in his thighs slowly and thoroughly.

“That sounds nice in theory,” he said, head back and staring at the ceiling. He did not, in fact, know what to do.

She was massaging his feet. She was like an angel. She kept up a low murmur of encouraging talk all throughout the massage, and he felt the tension over Omega drain out of his body with every press of her fingers into his flesh.

At some point he noticed that he wasn’t just being massaged around his shins, calves and feet. Hands kneaded one of his hands as well, and he opened his eyes to see Mizu sitting beside him, just as nude. She had his bicep in her hands and was working the flesh, and tipped him a tired smile.

“It’s okay,” he said. “You can head to bed.”

“Netsu and I may be here with you, and I may have temporarily given her a flag of truce, but that doesn’t mean she gets to be alone with you.”

Netsu’s eyes were downcast, but she didn’t stop massaging him. She’d moved onto the seat next to him, placed his hand down between her legs, and started soaping up his upper body.

Mizu saw this, and stuck his other hand down between her legs as well. She radiated heat, just as Netsu did, but she leaned in, turned his head toward her with a hand on his face, and began kissing him. After this, her hand covered his, and ground it into her mound.

“You know,” she breathed, and repositioned herself so he had easier access with his fingers. This left her straddling his right leg, slowly humping. “I missed this. I love being with you. I love having you inside me.”

“Me too,” he told her. Finding her clit was easy: she jumped and cried out, then shuddered the moment he touched it.

Netsu got up on her knees as well, straddling his other thigh. He alternated for a while, kissing Mizu first and then Netsu, then back.

“You were my first,” Mizu breathed and moaned with her face in his shoulder. “I’m so glad it was you.”

Ash didn’t miss the look on Netsu’s face at hearing this. She was responsible for Mizu keeping her virginity into the apocalypse. But Netsu’s eyes unfocused and she let out a loud moan.

“Me first,” Mizu demanded. He wasn’t sure if that meant she wanted her climax to go first, or she wanted him inside her first, but he didn’t much care.

“Let me eat you first,” he told her. The jacuzzi was shaped perfectly for her to stand on the two other seats and sit on the edge of the tub with her crotch at exactly the right height. She did, and he noticed a complete lack of hair. She also had a pair of twisting aqua blue tattoos on the inside of either thigh, twisting and flowing into bubbles and droplets, then reforming into a single large blob.

Mizu’s color, shape and taste were all perfect. Most importantly was her responsiveness: she was the most vocal, the most active, and moved the most with his mouth on her.

She watched Netsu move down between his legs and begin kissing and licking at his cock, but said nothing. Instead she watched and watched, while Netsu stroked him, kissed him, licked him, and sucked on him.

He turned her around and got her bent over, her hands on his knees while Netsu continued sucking. Ash felt the tension in the room tightening, thrumming. Mizu kept moving against him, dragging her pussy up and down, and crying out in pleasure every time his tongue swiped over her.

“I want him,” Mizu breathed, and got into reverse cowgirl position. Seated on top of him, with Netsu kneeling between both of their spread legs. Netsu held his shaft stead and both of them watched him enter her.

The pleasure was exquisite, but the wrongness was even sweeter. Netsu was watching as she sank fully onto his length, only inches away.

No one spoke. No one moved. For a time, it was simply breathing and staring.

Eventually Ash couldn’t stand it, and began kissing Mizu’s ear, her neck, her shoulder, until she turned to him and moaned directly into his mouth.

She began slowly rising and falling. Netsu didn’t move at all, while Ash got his hands on Mizu’s nipples and breasts, kneading and pinching. She still hadn’t moved when Mizu started moaning even more loudly. Her head fell back onto his shoulder, and he was forced to lift her bodily up and down by the hips.

“You feel so good,” he breathed.

Mizu only moaned in response. She got her body under control, and got her rhythm back. Still, she rode him slowly, grinding herself down onto him as deeply as possible.

He wanted more. He wanted to finish what he’d started, and corrupt them to the end. If only there were no consequences to worry about afterwards. If only the two of them would be sure to get along.

Still, his hand drifted out and slid into Netsu’s dyed hair, and gently urged her forward. She followed; he knew she would. A moment later, he felt Netsu’s tongue in addition to Mizu squeezing down on him. Sliding one hand up over Mizu’s inner thigh, he showed Netsu where to lick. He located Mizu’s clit and set her off with a fresh series of moans.

And after several long, tense moments, he felt Netsu’s tongue on his fingers, between his fingers. She was so tentative, so gentle, that he doubted Mizu could even feel her. Peering down the length of Mizu’s body, he locked eyes with Netsu and gave her a tiny smidgen of a smile.

Honestly the situation was so fucking charged that he could’ve erupted up into Mizu right then and there.

“Ohhh fuck,” Mizu said, and snapped them out of it. Netsu recoiled, but still couldn’t tear her eyes away from the joining, or Ash’s fingers grazing against Mizu’s clit. “You’re so big… so deep. Fuck me.”

Netsu looked like a cornered animal for a moment, and Ash thought she might just run. Instead he reached forward again, and his fingers cupping her chin snapped out of her daze. She drew in closer again and extended her tongue.

There. She was eating out Mizu now, and the sheer erotic charge of the moment brought him to the precipice.

“I’m… I’m cumming,” he breathed.

Mizu only moaned more loudly, kissing him more frantically, and pumping her hips even more. Netsu responded as well, licking up the length of his shaft to where Mizu was taking him, and up over her as well. She’d just broken through a wall, and now licked with gusto. Ash tweaked and twisted Mizu’s nipples while kissing her, and pumped what felt like a massive load up into her.

“I can feel it,” Mizu whispered. “It’s so warm.”

She rose and fell a few more times, even when the realization hit her and her head snapped up. Both he and Mizu looked down the length of her body to her spread legs, and beheld Netsu lapping up whatever leaked out of her. Ash would’ve started into another orgasm right then and there if he could’ve.

“I’m… I’m c—” Mizu said suddenly, and started to shudder and shake.

Netsu didn’t stop then either. Ash loved every second of Mizu’s orgasm. Once Mizu pulled free Netsu took him fully into her mouth, pumping several times before bending forward and getting her tongue as deeply into Mizu as possible.

Wiping her mouth, Netsu stood. “May I… have him, sister?”

Mizu just waved a dismissive hand. It seemed like she was incapable of speech right now. Although Ash worried about what that meant, Netsu apparently wasn’t. She went to work to get him hard again. Sucking hard, jerking on him, and licking every available spot.

When Mizu slid to the side, Netsu climbed onto him. She had him inside in one quick motion. She wasted no time in slamming herself down on him. The sex this time was frantic and needy. It was like she was fucking her self-doubt out of herself. Or like she was concerned Mizu was going to tell her to stop.

“I want it,” she whispered to him, licking his ear. “I want it inside, just like Mizu.”

Ash didn’t know what her reasons were. He doubted that like in Spellcraft, there was a way to just shut off the chance of having children. There was a very real chance they were going to suffer some consequences from this. Physical or traumatic, there’d be consequences.

“Inside me,” she repeated, and kissed him passionately. “Inside, Ash. Please.”

He obliged her.

Ash was just finished with his relaxing massage bath when Rachel, Ashley and Evie appeared on screen.

“He’s here!” Ashley yelped.

***

Omega wasn’t enormous, but he was practically cut from marble. He wore a skin tight shirt that showed all the grooves and lines of his perfect musculature. Ash had stopped leveling Fierce but now had the first hints of an actual six pack; Omega had an eight pack and those infuriating lines on his inner thighs, muscles that only bodybuilders seemed to get. His low hanging pants showed them off well, and Ash immediately couldn’t stand the guy.

The handsome face he’d already seen was scowling at the ship as Ash exited. He hadn’t expected the two magic crystals to be floating just behind either of his shoulders, though. They appeared nearly identical to Ash’s single crystal containing Zirennia, though the coloring differed somewhat.

“I’m Omega, motherfucker. Prepare to be ended.”

Ash rolled his eyes. “I’m Ash Phoenix, motherfucker. Prepare to, I dunno, watch me rise from the ashes even stronger than before?”

Omega suddenly grinned. “All right, that was pretty good. I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay mad at you if you keep that up.” He gestured back toward the Indian beauty Siya, and Kiralla, who was dark skinned and even curvier than Siya. He introduced several other hangers-on: his producer, his agent, his manager, his bodyguards, and then an even dozen more women. All the girls he introduced smiled and draped themselves over his side, rubbing a hand over his chest or up one thigh.

Ash did likewise, with his girls. Ashley, Evie, Mizu and Netsu, Rachel, Tinniel… even Seffie and Aria were introduced. Although Aria seemed reluctant, the other girls coaxed her over, and soon she was swallowed by the tight knit group.

Omega gestured toward the dome. “Let’s get this stupidity on with, so I can go back to the British coast and fuck some fit ginger until she turns into a magic crystal, all right?”

“The dome has been experiencing glitches,” Ash responded. “It wouldn’t work.”

“What do you mean?”

Ash gestured back toward the coastline, where Spellcraft and Gallantir were pushing against one another. The border was actually closer than that now, near the edge of the gigantic parking lot. He explained what was going on, and what that meant for the dome’s technology. Omega listened, frowning.

“So we’ll have to head to the Dehli dome is what you’re saying,” Omega said.

Ash just shrugged.

“Well I called the team out of retirement and told them we had to crush these fucking noobs in Tokyo, and they’re all here now.”

“Listen,” Ash said. “Why don’t we just settle this the old fashioned way?”

“What are you talking about? Fight to the death?”

“There’s got to be some kind of contest we can do to decide…” A light bulb went off in his mind, going from light bulb to nuclear detonation in the space of a nanosecond.

“What?”

“We don’t have to follow Gallantir rules. It can be anything, can’t it? We could arm wrestle or play tic-tac-toe or charades, couldn’t we?”

Omega rubbed at the stubbly goatee at his chin, before nodding. “I’m like the god of this place. I can do anything I want.”

This made sense. Given what Ash knew about the power of belief, and how it had given him the spork, he understood. The more he won, the more the people believed in him. The more they believed in him, worshipped him, the stronger his hold over this place became.

“But I’m not playing fucking charades for all I’ve worked so hard over. Arm wrestling sounds a bit more like it, but… no.”

“How about a fuck-off?” he suggested.

“How about you fuck off?” Omega shot back.

“Not what I meant.” He waved his hands to clear that off. “I mean… you created those crystals through sex, right?” Omega nodded, so Ash went on, indicating the crystal containing Zirennia, which represented Nova Corridor. “And I created this one through sex. My guide says it’s a function of asserting your will, your dominion over the system. You bend it to your will when you bed the woman from that system.” Omega was nodding along with him. He had either figured this out or what Ash was saying made sense.

“You’ve got your hardcore hangers on, and I’ve got my uh… circle of young ladies.” He nodded toward Siya and Kiralla, and the dozen other women he’d bedded on his road trip around the world. “Why don’t we settle this through sex?”

The woman name Siya laughed, but in such a strange way he couldn’t tell whether she was delighted or scared.

Omega’s grin was practically villainous. “You don’t know what you just suggested, Ash Phoenix. I agree to your challenge. Oh yes, I agree to your challenge.”


46- A Point System

They settled on the rules. It would be most orgasms within a ten hour time limit, as adjudicated by the technology available in Gallantir. Ten hours meant two hours with each of Ash’s five girls, Tinniel excluded.

Although Omega wanted to have sex with all the women to make it even, Ash refused. Omega graciously offered up Siya, Kiralla and the others, but Ash didn’t want sloppy seconds from this guy. More importantly, there was no way in hell he was going to agree to let some stranger inside his girls.

The number would be five. In the spirit of Gallantir, obviously. Ash and Omega would each take turns having sex with five of their women. Although Ash had six girls on the ship, not counting Seffie the mascot and Aria the cook, the decision was easy. There was no way Tinniel would have sex in public anyway, which meant he had Ashley, Evie, Rachel and the twins.

All five of them agreed, soberly, to participate in the fuck-off. Ashley even grasped Ash’s hand and nodded intently, staring him in the eyes. Her expression told him not only was he making the right choice, not only had it been a good idea, but she was fully committed to fucking him for sport. He grinned at her.

Each one would have two hours with their men, and points would be granted for each orgasm the young lady in question had. To measure them correctly, the girls would be fitted with a special diagnostic tools designed just for the competition, to measure biometrics and signal when one of them was in the throes of ecstasy. This would make faking orgasms impossible.

Omega and Ash had worked through the point system for a good six hours, granting variable scores for orgasm intensity, length, and additional oddities, such as squirting. Different positions would add to scoring. The male’s orgasm was also to be judged on a different rubric, which they laughingly created through cheerful and tension-free negotiations.

Omega had remained grinning, chuckling, and positively insufferably smug through the negotiations. He loved this concept. He considered it the best idea anyone had ever had, ever, and only wished more of these game systems would settle disputes over ownership like this.

“Do you think he’s an amazing lover just like you?” Rachel asked, holding onto his leg. “We’r not making a mistake—”

“Before the apocalypse, I read some…” Ash paused. “Let’s call it pornography. There’s a completely alternate reality where they have sex competitions. Like wrestling, but it’s all televised and judged. Like figure skating. I based all the rules off that.” He brought Rachel in for a soft kiss. “We’ll be fine. We’ve got this.”

Famous last words.

The ten sessions would take place over the course of the next four days: one session for Ash and one for Omega on the first three days, and two sessions each on the last day.

As they talked, Ash got a much more complete idea of who exactly Omega was, and he was amazed to discover that aside from being kind of a dick, Omega was just a guy. He remembered who he was from before the apocalypse.

“I spent my days—nights rather—as a personal trainer in a gym,” he said. “Easy to stay in shape when your whole job is being around exercise equipment. So at the end of the work day, I will have already finished off a two to four hour exercise routine, six days a week, and then sleep it off or play Gallantir for hours and hours.” Working out and gaming, with the occasional stop off on the weekend to go to the night clubs or walk a nature trail. In other words, a person.

“How is it you remember who you were?” Ash asked. Without the spork, he would have forgotten a long time ago. After the first couple of months, everybody seemed to just forget about earth and remember entire lives as clerics of the gods, or whatever.

Omega peered off. “Once they started flocking to me… they started holding signs and throwing themselves at me, I started remembering. It happened after a girl threw a pair of panties at me with her number on them.”

They shared a chuckle over it.

“I ended up calling her, and she couldn’t help herself. She was laughing at everything I said, fawning. She was soaked clear through her panties and couldn’t wait to have me.”

Ash nodded. Why was sex so closely intertwined with what was happening in this world? He rethought it though, and urged Omega to continue.

“You don’t mind me talking about this kind of thing? I figured you didn’t…” He grinned at Ash. “You suggested we fuck our way out of the problem, after all.”

Ash waved the question away. “Not at all.”

Omega nodded. “You’ve got your little, circle, so you’re getting the same thing.”

In Ash’s case it actually hadn’t been all about sex, not really. He’d chosen the harem card and the Casanova one. The god situation, again, he’d had choices, and again he’d made the horny choice: the love domain. In those cases he’d been quite fortunate. You might say he’d gotten extraordinarily lucky.

“Once she was breathing my name and begging me to use her, I started to understand and get it. When I was on the road, working on the one on one fighting system, it happened again. They started… they started worshipping me.”

The word ‘worship’ hit Ash sideways. It made sense. The spork had been created out of Faith and Devotion, from the roguelike system with the old god.

“Once they were throwing themselves at me and screaming my name. I remembered everything about old earth, though it would fade if I didn’t have a flock of women begging for me to split them in half.” He chuckled. “Then it would come back. Post nut clarity, you might say.”

Omega requested to take him and two ladies of his choice out to dinner, explaining that there was one more stipulation he would unveil over dinner. Ash didn’t particularly like this requirement, but Omega shrugged and said it was either this last stipulation, or they’d have a best of three Gallantir matches, one each on offense and defense, and one decided by coin toss. With no other choice, Ash agreed to the dinner.

A limousine arrived two hours later to pick him up. He’d spent the time getting dressed, explaining the situation to all the ladies, and carefully choosing them with maximum diplomacy so as not to offend anyone. Kayle Jai had scoffed at the whole thing, and shook her head, but he got the impression she didn’t disapprove.

On one arm, Ashley clung to him and pressed the back of his hand against her crotch, while on the other, Mizu held him by the elbow delicately. He caught her snorting derisively at Ashley being glued to him, but he also caught her periodically running her fingers over the letters on her choker, or the water drop made of steel just over her throat.

“We are not going to talk about Spellcraft,” he said suddenly.

“What?” Ashley asked.

“Omega is the big swinging dick here. He’s the king. We have to defeat him. But he doesn’t know I’m not the king over in Spellcraft. I’m not the main boss.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” she said.

“He might consider that he’ll control Spellcraft if… something goes wrong in the competition to win here.”

Mizu nodded. “We are not in control of the system. You have not conquered it. But he may assume as much, should he win.”

“There’s no way he’ll win,” Ashley scoffed. “Ash knows how to make his girlfriend cum over and over. I can probably go ten times in two hours.”

Mizu just stared at her, then glanced to Ash for confirmation.

Ash chuckled. “Maybe. Let’s just get through this dinner.”

The place they had dinner was an intimate, expensive suite overlooking a huge amount of this Gallantir version of Tokyo. The lights were even brighter and more abundant than he’d remembered from photos of the city from earth internet. The staff were dressed as actual geisha, white faced with red lipstick and immaculately pulled back hair, and tight kimonos that seemed identical at first. It was only after staring at the geisha that he found the embroidery was different: one had a crane with wings outstretched, surrounded by flowers and butterflies, while another had a dragon in mostly the same shape covering her back, with tiny orange fires instead of butterflies and twinkling stars rather than flowers.

Sushi, or rather sashimi, came served on exquisite black ceramic plates with gold veins running through them.

“I don’t know about this,” Ashley muttered, and turned to him. “You don’t even like sushi.”

“Kintsugi,” Omega said. “The art of breaking pottery and joining the pieces together with gold.”

Ash studied the plates while tasting the fish. Ashley was right; he didn’t eat sushi—or sashimi, which was essentially sushi without rice—but this was far too expensive to refuse. It was also gross: fishy, with a texture he hated. It had been slathered in wasabi, so his sinuses started to burn with the spiciness of it.

“Tell me, Ash,” Omega said, leaning forward. “What lies on the other side of the barrier?”

Ash coughed a few times and drank both water and a bit of sake. “Have you ever played Spellcraft? Soul of Spellcraft? Spellcraft Systerium Delirium?”

Omega nodded thoughtfully. “Heard of them? Yes. Played them much? No.”

Ash was pinched under the table, and he turned a look on Ashley, then darted in for a kiss. She seemed astonished by the act, like he had just tried to feed her one of the weird pieces of fish.

“The setting and system are that of Spellcraft, with an important difference. If you know about the game Gemheart, you’ll understand… the system has a strong card-based combat mechanic involved.”

“An RPG setting,” Omega mused, “with cards.” Like the whole concept was beneath him. And he smiled without a hint of mirth, a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. Like the sexathon they were about to compete in was a welcome substitute for playing fucking Spellcraft.

“What is this final stipulation?” he asked. “I don’t want to be blindsided by something at the last possible moment.”

The geisha girls returned with side dishes and steaming bowls of some beige-colored soup that tasted quite salty. Rachel also partook, but Ashley wrinkled her nose and declined. Ash couldn’t blame her; they had Rosa’s earthy down-home cooking, which was both delicious and filling.

The geisha blinked several times, clearly bashful, then knelt to where they were seated on the floor.

“Please forgive me, Omega-san. May I have the honor of having your autograph?” she asked. She had a small poster with his face on it, freshly printed by the look of it.He was looking heroically off in the distance like a freedom fighter. The other four team members were arrayed around him, much smaller.

He looked to the other geisha. “Do you want one also?”

The other girl nodded shyly.

“How would you like one better?” he asked, and stood up, then motioned for Ash to follow him, away from the girls. Ashley looked absolutely stricken to be without him, even for a moment, but he held up a placating hand. They had been apart for all of the Gallantir matches; she’d be fine. They walked through the empty restaurant together, the two girls sharing disbelieving glances.

“How would the two of you like to have a night together with Omega?” he asked quietly.

The one geisha, with the crane embroidery, actually swooned. Her knees shook and she slowly sank to the floor, with a chuckling Omega catching her and helping her up.

“What’s happening right now?” Ash asked. He wasn’t sure he liked where this was going.

Omega ignored him for the moment and fixed his gaze on the other girl. “What do you say? You’ve heard the rumors, haven’t you?”

The woman nodded shyly, then looked at her coworker.

“If the two of you agree,” he said, smiling, “one of you will be with me, while the other will be with my friend here.”

The two girls seemed to be telepathic, the way they locked eyes with one another and stared, hard into each other’s eyes. They both turned back to Omega and nodded slowly.

“Wonderful,” he said, “though I have to clarify, one of you will be with me, and the other my dear friend her, Ash Phoenix. You can decide however you like.”

Another seeming mind-reader gaze later, they nodded again. Omega gave them a sultry look and thanked them. The first one swooned yet again, and a chuckling Omega helped her stay standing.

“It’s settled then,” he said, heading back to the table. “Of the five ladies, one round will be with these two geisha. They are unknowns to you and I both, which will make things more fair.”

Ash was at a loss, though he could hardly complain. He didn’t mind the idea of being with a brand new woman. After all, he had happily had sex with five different fish ladies.

The dinner continued pleasantly, ending with ice cream covered in a kind of dusty, chewy rice cake mixture. Although he didn’t like the taste of green tea, the texture of mochi was far nicer than the fish. Omega remained charming, arrogant, and pleasant throughout, only making the subtlest of insults because of their ignorance of this system world.

Eventually Omega, and his silent companions bid Ash and the ladies farewell, and serving staff relayed them back to the sumptuous limo and to the ship.

By now night had fully fallen, though it was barely night, since there was so much light coming in from all sides. He much preferred Spellcraft, where the constellations were practically impossible to miss, and the Milky Way (or whatever galaxy now existed due to the apocalypse) shone clearly almost every night. He watched as the holograms danced and wriggled up in the sky, and neon signs beckoned from every direction.

“That seemed to go well,” he said.

“Are you insane?” Ashley asked.

Mizu nodded in agreement. “We have heard some rather distressing news, Ash.”

“What’s that?”

The two of them pausing was even more distressing than what they said next. He had this sex even in the fucking bag. He had had so much sex over the course of the last three months that he considered himself a fucking expert. Literally, a fucking expert. A sexpert, if he were a Dad joke kind of guy.

“Out with it,” he demanded archly. “It can’t be as bad as you say.”

“Omega is huge,” Ashley said.

He couldn’t help rolling his eyes at this. “That’s not much of an explanation.”

“The size of his member is legendary,” Mizu said.

“Both his girls were laughing at us when you two went to talk with those geisha girls,” Ashley said.

“Because Omega has a big cock?” he asked. “Seriously? That’s it?”

“Because Omega has a massive cock,” Mizu supplied. “Massive, Ash. Massive.”

Ashley held up her arm, fist clenched, then clasped her elbow with her other hand.

“What… oh.”


47- Poor Retch

No wonder Omega had been so smug and confident when he suggested this sex-off.

Ash breathed in deep and tried to quell the churning in his stomach. Ever since hearing about the size of Omega’s… endowment, he hadn’t felt right. His stomach had started off with a twinge of discomfort, but he’d gotten up several times throughout the night to throw up. Eventually he’d thrown up everything. Now, with him needing to have sex in the next few hours, he felt worse than ever.

It was almost to the point where he felt he could vomit, but not quite.

“What’s the matter?” Netsu asked him. She and Mizu were looking at him, concern written over their faces.

“Maybe the sashimi was bad,” he said, feeling as awful as he sounded. “Where’s Evie?”

“She’s being fitted for the competition,” Mizu explained.

Evie would have a specialized collar fitted, along with bracelets, anklets, and a kind of circlet around her forehead. All of these would measure her bodily responses during the competition. There would be no faking orgasms in this game.

Ash’s stomach lurched and he winced.

“Can we postpone the match?” Netsu asked, concerned.

“I am also feeling unwell,” Mizu said. “I thought it was… something else.”

Several pairs of eyes turned her way, and Ash could just about feel the gossip boiling into their minds.

“Why would we postpone the match?” Evie called. “I’m ready to get fucking railed.” She blushed when all eyes turned her way, and she clasped her hands together. “What? I can’t say that I’m geeked about having sex?”

Evie was dressed in a silky bathrobe, and was naked beneath. The white of the fabric contrasted her dark skin perfectly. She still wore the choker, but beneath it peeked a flat, plastic-looking collar almost completely hidden by the black leather. The robe ended high enough that he could just make out her sex when she moved.

“Did you shave?” he managed to ask.

“You’ll have to wait for our match,” she said. Pointing a finger at him, she adopted a stern expression. “I’m gonna take you down, son. I’m gonna make you my bitch. You’re… what the fuck?”

Ash rushed past her and managed to make it within a meter of the bathroom before losing his dinner all over the floor.

He lay on the floor of the bathroom for several hours, clutching his stomach and sometimes getting up on one elbow to vomit basically nothing into the toilet. The girls hovered around him if they could, or drifted away to try not to be sick themselves. Tinniel got nowhere near him, and eventually grabbed Seffie and Aria to spend the day shopping.

Since Omega had the home field advantage, it had been agreed that Ash would go first.

“…he hasn’t moved from beside the toilet in an hour. We would like to postpone,” Ashley told Omega on the phone call. Ash heard it from the bathroom.

“Mr. Phoenix has already stipulated that postponement will mean a point deduction. He will begin the competition at minus ten points.”

Ash groaned.

“This reeks of foul play,” Kayle Jai said from her place in the console.

“That motherfucker poisoned you, didn’t he?” Evie said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Ash said weakly. Omega had probably poisoned him, yes. Ashley had been right that “We need to go on, and you need to climax. Turn yourself on. Go watch some porn… some recordings of the other day when you tied up Rachel and Ashley.”

“And then you tied me up?” Evie asked, her voice already husky.

“That,” he said, taking deep, cleansing breaths.

“Ten minutes to start time,” Rachel announced, the worry clear in her voice.

“I have an idea,” Ashley said. “Come on, guys, help me move him. We have to hurry.”

***

The Gallantir dome had synthesized a single room. It was enormous, that room, but the dome was far larger. So it felt very much like a movie set: open in front, two walls, and surrounded by a huge patch of darkness.

Someone, most likely Omega, had chosen the decor: a Middle Eastern harem, with gauzy curtains and tapestries with geometric patterns hanging on each of the walls. Thickly cushioned pillows littered the whole place, and around the room were several different beds. Evie lay on one of them, on her stomach and smiling at him.

The room held a number of candles, spaced around intermittently, and also had something like a kitchen off to one side, complete with a circular dining table. Off to the other, it turned into a torture dungeon: a rack held a number of leather straps glittering with silvery metal. He saw several different devices he could use to tie her up, and at least one thing that looked like a whip. Over in the last corner was a bathroom not so different than the one aboard the ship. It included a shower stall, a jacuzzi tub, and weirdly no walls.

Everything had been designed to be open and visible. Omega was watching.

Evie had already chosen her bed, and lay on her stomach, face propped up in both hands. Her feet slowly kicked one by one, and she was grinning at him.

Ash limped into the room, Rachel and Ashley no longer able to support him. It could only be he and Evie in this room, now that the competition had started.

And it had. A huge timer now hung in the air, and started counting down from two hours. One hour, fifty-nine minutes, fifty-nine seconds. Each second he wasn’t with Evie seemed wasted.

What had he been thinking, making this into a sport? At least there wasn’t an audience like in that hentai he’d read. He’d been so sure this was the right thing to do, he clearly hadn’t done the research on this Omega guy.

Ash clutched at his stomach and winced.

Evie seemed concerned, but he held up a hand to stop her coming to get him. Still, she got up on her knees in her filmy gown, peering at him.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Not my best,” he said, but took a deep breath and stood tall. “Don’t worry, we’re going to get you off. Come to Daddy.”

The bed was low, so when she stood she was barely taller than him. This let her embrace him and begin peppering his face with kisses.

“How is my sexy pet feeling?” he asked.

“Your sexy pet is feeling very fucking horny,” she said. In a whisper, she added. “And very worried about you.”

“Don’t be,” he said, kissing her back.

Evie’s body had barely any fat on it, but it gathered in the best places. Her butt bounced and jiggled delightfully in his hands. She felt so… good. So right to have in his hands.

She began plastering herself against him, grinding against his midsection, while sticking her tongue down his throat. He might not have a bit of food in his stomach, but Evie didn’t care. She was basically using him to get off.

He got one hand between her legs and began massaging her pussy while she kissing him. He also slipped her bathrobe off without any trouble, leaving her naked before him.

“Let me get a look at you,” he said, and backed off. Evie stood there for a second, staring in confusion. Weren’t they supposed to get down to fucking? “We have two hours. Don’t worry.”

She nodded, and got into the idea soon enough. First she did a little turn, raising her arms and twisting around, giving him a sly grin. This turned into a little dance, and then a more elaborate dance. She moved in silence, grinding and bobbing to a beat in her own mind. She fell to her knees and crawled toward him, then rolled onto her back, kicking out her legs and grinning at him, returning to the position he’d seen her in when he arrived. Then she beckoned him.

It was only when she disrobed him that the spectators started cheering.

“The heck?” Evie asked, peering around. But the lights on them were too bright and they could only hear the cheering.

Ash had only been in the middle of a stadium once, and it was a distinctly uncomfortable experience, failing to win a football game in high school against another high school team with thousands of people watching.

They hadn’t discussed televising this, or having anyone else in attendance. So it was a double shock when the commentator started narrating what was happening.

“And the moment we’ve been waiting for: Ash’s partner disrobes him.”

Evie looked like a cornered animal.

“Although it looked as though Ash Phoenix was suffering from some sort of illness or performance issues, the main event seems to have gotten underway.”

Several shrill whistles advertised what the crowd was thinking, followed by some cheering and clapping.

“Go on,” he told her, and Evie gulped before unfastening his pants and dropping them to the floor. She then got up and took his shirt off. Now the crowd went wild.

“Ashley helped me,” he breathed, partly to distract her.

“Oh! That’s good.” She didn’t seem convinced. The roaring crowd had really done its job in freaking her out.

He wanted Omega to think it had worked, though. Which was why he was going to disappoint Evie… a bit.

Again, he got his hands on that scrumptious ass of hers, and again started rubbing her freshly-shaven slit, while kissing her neck, collar bone, and then sucking her nipples into his mouth one after another. Once he started working one finger inside her and using his other hand to massage her clit, she loosened up and sighed.

“I like the shaven look,” he murmured. “And the feel.”

She groaned and hunched into him. “H-how about a taste? F-fuuuuunky chicken, that’s nice.”

Ash lifted Evie up bodily, hefting her up with a butt cheek in each hand. Her hands clutched at his hair, and she squeezed his head with her thighs. And he went to work.

“Shiiiiiiiitake mushrooms,” she moaned, her voice wavering. “Ohhh Ash, just like that, just like that. That’s it.”

She was already wet just from getting him naked, and from him playing with her two handed, but Evie had a special place in her heart for his tongue. He’d learned all the parts of her that worked well. He knew the rhythm she liked, the pressure she liked, and how often he should change things up to ramp her up towards a powerful climax.

It only took another five minutes of working at her before she shuddered against him, hunching over his head and clutching to him while her muscles spasmed and she nearly turned to jelly.

“And the challenger’s partner has had her first climax,” the announcer explained. “The challenger started the round off with some foreplay using his fingers, and quickly put her in the Frankensteiner position. It was only a matter of time from there, folks!”

Ash’s stomach might have been fine after Ashley took him closer to the Spellcraft zone and cleansed the poison in his body, but he had still thrown up every bit of food he’d had. He also had a pain in his guts from retching, like doing a thousand sit ups all at once while being tased in the stomach each time he sat up.

He laid down on the bed next to her, and she took his hand in hers.

“Ash?” she asked. “That was awesome.”

“Thanks,” he said, and promptly fell asleep.

***

Ash awoke to the feel of something warm and wet covering his cock. He was hard, painfully hard. He’d had a sexy dream involving Mizu and Netsu dressed up and made up as geishas, and they were doing things together willingly. Very willingly.

He groaned and cracked open his eyes to find Evie between his legs, pumping her head up and down. Directly above his head was a timer, and it read nineteen minutes, thirty seconds.

“What the fuck?”

“I passed out,” she told him, in between sucks. “It was a good orgasm, and I just cuddled you. You passed out too, I guess.”

“Huh,” he said.

A big gaping cavern is what his stomach felt like. He didn’t understand how she had gotten him hard, and how he was still hard, with the way he felt like he was going through a magnitude 10 hangover.

There was a surge in audience applause as soon as he started moving.

“It looks as though Ash might have some more time to improve his score yet!” the announcer said.

“Get your sexy ass up here,” he rasped.

Evie did so, straddling him and grabbing his cock, then sinking down onto it with a satisfied sigh. “Cuddle muffins,” she breathed, “that’s so good.”

She started rising and falling on him, but Ash got up on his elbows, sat up fully and kissed her on the mouth, passionately. He wanted to show Evie what she’d meant to him. When she’d arrived, it had just been passengers to help he and Ashley get moving towards California. Now she was an invaluable member of the team. He ran his thumb over the two silver circles representing her bisexuality.

Then he put her on her back and started railing her as promised.

“Ohhh fudruckers,” she gasped.

“Tell me to fuck you, Evie,” he hissed into her ear, all the while doing just that. He nibbled at her neck.

“Ohhhhhhhh I can’t,” she complained. “I ca—”

“You can,” he told her. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you…”

He kept up his battering of her insides. She was soaked, thoroughly soaked, and every thrust felt like he was pounding on a door.

“So… big…”

“You better tell me,” he said, and rose up. Grabbing her ankles, he pulled her legs up and held them with one hand, then went right after her clit with the other. She squealed in response

“I… I want…”

She started bucking as the climax hit her, but Ash didn’t stop. He kept pounding and rubbing her poor clit with his thumb. He knew he was overstimulating her, and he knew by the way she was squirming now, begging him to stop that it was too much, but he didn’t. Hell, his own body was screaming at him to quit it, to go demolish Aria’s food and get some sleep, but he kept going.

Every thrust was loud in his ears, with her squelching below and mewling for mercy above.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“I… I… I’m…”

She came again.

Ash watched her face contort, the way she pushed up off the bed, and the great big gasp she made. For a second he thought maybe he’d done it wrong. When Evie came, she usually came pretty much the same way: the gasping, the moaning, the trembling, and that would last for a good ten seconds sometimes.

Evie went still for just a second, but then started bucking like she never had before. She was able to shake her legs free. Her eyes unfocused and rolled up into her head, which bumped against the cushioned bed again and again as her whole body convulsed.

“Evie?” he asked, wondering whether he’d hurt her.

“Ohhhhh fuuuuuck,” she groaned, and continued to spasm with her entire body. Her toes flexed out and her arms continued to flail out.

The spasms he could feel were inside her. Her pussy was milking him, trying to get his seed inside her. The sight and the feel of her were enough, and he pulled out just in time to shoot his first stream up nearly to her heaving breasts. Remembering the rules he’d just set up, he stumbled forward and continued to climax, now onto her face.

“—is how the round will end folks! After a complete snooze fest, we have an action packed and climactic finish after all. Our contestant finishes on his partner’s face, after causing her three total climaxes, though the judges are going to have to go over the replay on that final full body orgasm. What a stunner there!

“Well now, we’ll see how our resident champion and heartthrob Omega responds this evening!”


48- BAD GIRL

Ash was not in any condition to watch what Omega did. He ate a quick meal of grits slathered in butter. She served it up with thick slices of ham, a couple of fried eggs, fried tomatoes, and a cup of warm milk that he drank, but under protest. Aria was pleased with his efforts, and told him he would head to sleep. He didn’t believe her for a second.

The heavy meal combined with the milk put him right to sleep afterwards.

Sometime later, he awoke to the sounds of worried discussion.

“He’s awake!” Seffie reported loudly, and leaned down. “Don’t worry about them, okay? You did just fine.”

He got up and stretched, finding it to be dinner time. He’d slept another three solid hours. Aria had another meal ready for him, which he wolfed down without hardly seeing what it was, then joined the rest of the girls in the large lower level room.

It had become in the last few days a rec room and gigantic communal bedroom. Kayle Jai was in the center of the discussion, with the rest of them in beanbags arrayed in a semicircle around her.

They hushed as soon as the tiny blue mage noticed him and shut the discussion down.

“What’s going on in here?”

“We have a problem,” Ashley said.

“When have we not?” He answered.

“Mr. Phoenix, this is serious,” Kayle said. “Unification—”

“Is either going to happen or it won’t. That’s enough of that. We can’t make something happen just by wanting it. We’ve got to win it. So let’s stop talking about it like we’ve already lost.”

They all looked abashed, and he didn’t like that either. He hadn’t meant to reprimand all of them.

After a sigh, he asked for the recap, and they showed him the already created version available to stream online.

It showed Omega in all his glory. The guy really was endowed with a mammoth member. The girl, Siya, worshipped it like Omega said she had.

Omega stood there with a self-assured look plastered on his face, having her deepthroat him and choking her periodically. The next shot showed him pounding away at her from behind on the bed. They were in the kitchen area with her on her back on the table. She was on the floor on her shoulders, while he drove straight down into her from above. He had a fistful of her hair and climaxed all over her back. He had a fistful of her hair and climaxed all over her face. He pulled out and climaxed all over her large tits.

“Omega went on throughout the entire two hour session,” Netsu said. “He came three times. His partner came six times.”

Ash shrugged. “I’ll do better tomorrow.”

“That’s good, because the scores don’t look good.”

The score sheet showed Evie’s two orgasms, along with her full body orgasm, while his own orgasm on her stomach and face netted them a grand total of fifty two points.

“I’ve never felt anything like that,” Evie said in wonder.

“It’s the first time you swore while having sex,” he replied, smirking.

Omega sat at a hundred and twenty points.

Ash tried to hide his annoyance. He knew that there was an escalating point scale for successive orgasms, on both the male and female side. Omega had actually gained more points than his partner had, since males had a cap on how many times they could climax in a short period of time.

“Ah well,” Ash said. “Next round.”

They all looked at him, and he felt his temper flare. “What? Motherfucker cheated. You all know it.”

“Of course we do,” Rachel said. “That doesn’t make the reality any less… severe.”

He paused and looked at all of them in the eye. Only Netsu and Evie could hold his gaze for any period of time. “Listen to me right now. If he wins, you know what happens? Fucking. Nothing.

“We go back to Spellcraft, travel to CivPunk, and I take over that place next. Or go straight to the fishing shack system Omega was just in, and defeat it before he can. And last, we race for the system that has most of Africa. Then at some point, he comes for me in Spellcraft. And what happens? We whoop his ass.”

They seemed to relax at that.

“Motherfucker cheats? Watch how I roll.”

He stalked out of the ship and across the parking lot toward the border of the game worlds. He only stopped when he received notifications that his Relationship status with several of the girls had changed. Most of them were close to the hundred point mark, save Mizu, Seffie and Aria.

They cried out as he stalked off, maybe concerned about what he might do. Go after Omega and try to kill him? Challenge him to a Gallantir match instead? Their worry turned to confusion as he headed not toward the dome but towards the border.

He was flooded with experience points. The system didn’t him xp for fighting in the Gallantir arenas, but it did give him xp for all the times he’d had sex with the girls. The time where Evie tied up the other girls, the time in the shower, and the others.

He gained over 300,000 xp all at once.

“There,” he said, and brought up his character sheet. It was glitchy and difficult to navigate, so he went further in, until his clothing changed, and he grew several inches.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 2, Bard, Master level 2

Good: 186/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero (Master)

Luck Be A Lady (Achievement: Grandmaster rank in Diamonds)

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 6)

Charming- (Master level 6)

Clever- (Expert level 4)

Fierce- (Expert level 2)

Lucky- (Master level 22)

Quick- (Expert level 4)

Sly- (Expert level 2)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 7)

Coins (Expert level 3)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Expert level 3)

Wands (Master level 2)

Diamonds (Legend level 10)

Spades (Expert level 1)

Hearts (Master level 1)

Clubs (Expert level 2)

He noted that a few of his skills and attributes had leveled up in his absence. He hadn’t bought Fierce in some time, but it had rocketed up by three or four levels. Nice. Several other of his lowest stats also leveled up: Clever, Quick, and Sly definitely. He was pretty sure he hadn’t bought a level of Swords in a while. Coins had also gone up, along with Spades and Clubs.

All this xp would give him six levels in each of his classes, which he immediately bought up. Twelve total levels gave him another 24 attribute points, along with 36 skill points.

“Each level of Legend is worth like ten levels of Beginner,” he muttered.

All the points went directly into Diamonds, putting him at Legend 46, and Lucky, which catapulted him from Master 22 all the way up to Grandmaster 20.

He had just about two thousand xp left, which once upon a time would’ve felt like a lot, but now was barely a drop for him.

He also had a slew of cards for his action deck. Now that he had the higher rarity version of the harem card, it was giving him higher rarity rewards, and all of them Bard and Sorcerer cards. He wished he could sit here and check them all out, read through them carefully, rearrange his action deck, go kill some monsters, then retire to his ship for a hot meal and some hot sex, but instead he had to turn back, head to the ship, and get ready for the most fraught sex of his life.

***

“I want you to fuck me like you used to,” Ashley told him. She had gotten the biometric bands from the dome to measure her responses for the event scoring. Aside from that, his leggy blonde girlfriend had on another of those too-short bathrobes, and he could now she that she’d shaved as well. “Like when we were drunk and I’d knock the pictures off the walls.”

He wasn’t sure about this. “Give us the room please, ladies.”

The rest of them headed downstairs to watch the match on a whole bunch of screens. Tinniel had to be smacked upside the head so she would stop staring at her own tablet and get moving. Apparently the last two days had been all online shopping and watching cute cat videos for his Ranger.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Hate fuck me, Ash. It’ll be a spectacle for the audience. Really just give me everything you’ve got.”

He searched her face. He didn’t hate her, though. There was some pity, but mostly what her felt for her was a protective love that made this next part difficult. He didn’t want to force her out into the spotlight where thousands or millions of people would be watching. He was actually pretty pissed off at Omega for doing it this way.

A chime went off, indicating their time was running out.

“I’ll be waiting,” she said, and kissed him softly on the cheek.

He was in the dome, and striding into the TV set area only a few minutes later. Ashley was seated in the kitchen part, and sipping from a coffee mug. She blinked several times as he walked onto the set and the timer got going.

He stalked towards her and, when she put down her mug, bent to kiss her while holding the back of her head. She rose from her chair without the slightest indication she should do so, and wrapped her arms around his neck. She didn’t waste any time, however, and soon threw the robe off, never taking her lips off his.

“Ash Phoenix hasn’t wasted any time in getting physical with his partner today, ladies and gentlemen. And what a beauty she is.”

And what a beauty she was. She had the tattoo proclaiming that she belonged to him, along with several other tattoos normally not visible. A pagoda on a small island surrounded by lily pads was on her back, and the calligraphy wasn’t something he’d spent time reading, but it too was animated. Tiny dots of ash fell from the sky and slowly turned the tattoo a soft gray color over time. The insides of her thighs, to either side of her pussy, it read BAD on the right, and GIRL on her left. She had others, bawdier ones: two girls intertwined in a 69 position on the inside of one ankle, and a woman clutching the leg of a very well endowed man on the inside of the other.

“Now,” she said. “Bend me over this table and make me scream.”

He bent and picked her up instead, not minding the confused look she got or the flush that spread through her cheeks. He also didn’t stop kissing her.

“What…” she asked breathlessly in between kisses. “What… are you… doing?”

He carried her all the way across the set, over to the BDSM dungeon.

“Ash?” she asked, confused.

He didn’t respond, but instead set her down and soon had one wrist, and then the other wrist shackled in place. He then shackled her ankles. Last, he put a blindfold around her head and stepped back.

“Ash? What are you doing? I need you inside me.”

Silently, he knelt and began running his hands over her feet, calves and legs. She moaned, part pleasure and part frustration.

“Come on,” she moaned. “We need the points.”

“Hush,” he told her quietly, massaging her muscles one by one, listening to her grunt and groan in confusion and mountain pleasure. Enjoying the smell of her arousal.

He stopped and rounded her, then went back to work loosening up her muscles one by one, teasing her. He would work the muscles of her inner thighs to the point where she was shaking, moaning, and begging him, and then he would smack her across the ass, hard.

“Patience,” he told her.

“A bold play by the contender, who is down 70 points, in this timed competition,” the announcer called.

“Make that timer go away,” he said, and thankfully it was gone a few seconds later. They were only five minutes in. “And I don’t want to hear another word of the announcer. I need to focus.”

He stood and wrapped his arms around Ashley, stopping her when she craned her neck to get at him. More difficult to ignore was her ass thrust back against his crotch, trying to get him hard and excited enough to stuff her full of himself. Instead he massaged her tailbone, her back muscles, her shoulders, and eventually her big breasts.

Gallantir Ashley had big double D’s, with wide nipples only a slightly darker shade from the rest of her. She groaned and continued shoving her ass against him as the teasing turned to torture. When he walked around her, she kept right on begging.

“Get over here and fuck me, Ash. Please. I need it.”

And after another few minutes of playful tugging and massaging, getting his hands on her, “Please, Ash, please. I’m soooo wet. Please.”

He spent the next few minutes licking her nipples, and pointedly ignoring her midsection repeatedly thrust toward him.

“Touch me, please,” she begged. “You win. You win. I’ll fuck you however you want. We don’t have to do my way. Just please, Ash, fuck—”

She stopped and tried to kiss him when he licked at her neck and up to her ear, but he backed away.

“Ugh, why? Why are you—”

He grabbed two fistfuls of her butt and kissed her, hard. Now he ground his cock against her. The squeal of pleasure he got in return was oh so satisfying. Ashley lost control and licked at his tongue hungrily, and writhed helplessly, unable to move her hands, unable to move her feet, unable to see.

“Fuck me,” she pleaded. “Fuck me, Ash, please, I’m—”

She stopped talking when he pressed his palm against her sex and rubbed just once, and exploded into orgasm. She groaned, loudly, shuddering and humping at his hand, kissing him hard.

“Holy...”

She started right back up again the moment he inserted a finger inside her, bucking and groaning and grunting and begging him.

Then he started it all up over again, with sensory deprivation followed by touching, teasing, and Ashley growing increasingly feral. She begged, pleaded, and promised, only to have another orgasm with his tongue inside her, and his finger teasing her ass. Afterwards, when she was breathlessly thanking him, he rose and thrust himself fully inside her.

Ashley climaxed yet again, immediately afterwards, this one just about as hard as Evie’s had been yesterday.

“Unh!” She couldn’t even manage speech, but instead just grunted. “Unh, yeah, unh, fuck!” She came and came, shuddering and convulsing with him finally, blessedly inside her.

But not even that lasted. He withdrew, only to have her complain loudly.

“Show me the timer,” he told the sky.

Only thirty minutes had gone by, and she had already gone through four powerful orgasms.

“Ash…” she muttered.

Unchaining her, he carried her limp form to the large central bed and laid her gently down onto it.

“Now, it’s your turn,” he told her.

“But… I’m tired,” she mumbled into the crook of one arm.

“You’re either getting anal, or you’re climbing up on me and riding me like it’s your job,” he told her. “You’re the one who asked to be hate fucked, right? Well I’m ahead four to none right now.”

Ashley sprang up and mounted him, pausing to wince over the size of him.

“You’re bigger… than before. Holy crap, Ash.”

For the first few minutes it was a tender, slow ride, with her taking him slow and deep, from stem to stern and luxuriating. Before too long though she was bouncing for all she was worth.

He stared at the tattoos, BAD GIRL rising and falling.

“Make yourself cum now,” he said, and she didn’t hesitate. She leaned back, and with one hand on her clit and the other mashing one double D breast, she worked herself into a frenzy. Ash grabbed onto her hips and bucked upwards, again and again, until she was once again in the throes of a heavy climax.

Ash felt himself closing in also.

“You want it?” He asked.

“I want it,” she told him, pinching both her clit and her nipple. “I want it.”

“Stand up, then, and don’t swallow.”

His first load went into her mouth and coated her tongue completely. She held out her tongue and the pool of his seed there for the cameras to watch, until he told her to swallow it all and not to waste a drop.

She followed his instructions to the letter, then took it upon herself to get him hard again. It wasn’t a difficult task. She’d been the hot blonde girlfriend in his life for years for a reason.


49- Falling Behind

He ended up climaxing three times with Ashley, and she came five more times after being chained up and blindfolded. With twenty minutes to go in the round, she simply collapsed onto the bed and couldn’t even move her body while he was pounding away at her. Still, the last climax put her at a total of nine.

They netted just shy of two hundred points on the second round, which put him at 249 overall. If Omega repeated yesterday’s performance they’d be nearly deadlocked.

Ash had yet another long nap afterwards. He still hadn’t fully recovered from first puking his guts out and then having sex in a weakened state.

Nap over, Aria pumped him full of liquids: a fruit smoothie, green juice after that, and water continuously while they rested and waited for the results of Omega’s second round. The girls were in much better spirits now that they’d watched him absolutely manhandle Ashley.

“We really expected the rough fucking from the word go, but the lead up with the chains and the BDSM dungeon area was amaaaaaaaazing,” Evie sang out the last word. “I wanna do that with the two of you… ugh, I’m always so ready to just get it all up in me right from the start.”

“Me too,” A half-asleep Ashley mumbled in agreement, along with a half-hearted thumbs up.

“We should consider how you want to handle the final day,” Mizu said, with Netsu and Rachel nodding behind her. “Also, apparently there is some Japanese geisha woman involved now, as a substitute for one of us. We should discuss it.”

“No discussion,” he said. “Sleep first.”

When he awoke, it was to disappointing news: Omega had scored nearly a hundred and fifty points with his second partner, another brown-skinned Amazon named Kiralla. Watching the replays made Ash horny, and more importantly, the girls reacted to watching the curvaceous woman take Omega’s prodigious size for nearly two straight hours. They started to wriggled and get close to him, but he was having none of it. He needed every bit of juice for tomorrow’s performance.

Omega now had just over three hundred points. Although Ash had closed the gap pretty quickly, there was no way to predict how the final round with the unknown geisha girl would go.

He did, however, sit down with the twins and Rachel.

“You already know why we’re here right now.”

“Can’t we just both be with you at the same time?” Mizu asked, to the astonishment of both him and Netsu.

“Unfortunately no, the rules say it won’t be possible.”

“Mizu can do it,” Netsu said.

“They can both do it, if it is Master’s wish,” Rachel said. “I will sit on the sidelines. I know there is life, and sex, after this competition.” All three of them turned to her, and earned a look of terror from his submissive. “What?”

“He could command you to cum right now and you would,” Netsu said.

“You are like a secret weapon,” Mizu agreed.

“I don’t—”

Ash took Netsu’s hand. “Will you be all right not being included?” he asked.

“Why are you even asking me?” she said. “I have no say in what happens going forward, not after what I did.”

The following day, Ash took Rachel to the dome and made love to her. Nice and slow and sensual. Although she didn’t particularly want to be on screen, she eventually assented, and Ash spent an inordinate amount of time with his head between her legs, making her gasp and wriggle. She came, one orgasm coming slowly but hitting hard, and afterwards he commanded her to return the favor. She did so gladly, worshipping his member and coaxing him to climax onto her face.

From there though he began to flag. He’d already been through two long days of sex and recovery, and this round proved to be a slow burn. It was a lovely time, of course, with Rachel riding him cowboy and reverse cowboy, then laying back on him completely with her back to his chest, perfectly relaxed while he pounded her from below. The session ended with him slamming into her from above and holding her up against the shower glass after a short recovery session in the tub. He managed two orgasms in that time, while she ended at eight. They got over a hundred and twenty points now, and put the total up at 372.

Omega matched that, and then pulled out ahead even further. His partner was apparently the other female member of Omega’s Gallantir team, Red Claw. She was a thickly built and muscular Latina with reddish brown hair and smoky eyes. And while Omega looked to be having the same type of issues Ash was having, he went for nearly the whole two hours.

Red Claw, whatever her real name might be, squirmed and groaned through orgasm after orgasm, talking filthy the whole time about how fucking big he was, how she could practically feel him in the back of her throat, how he fucked her like her papi back in grade school. Just the worst kind of dirty talk.

The crowd apparently loved it.

The final score at the end was 138, short of what he’d hit the day before, but still enough to keep him well ahead of Ash. He was now at 441, nearly 70 points ahead.

The group sulked for a time, but there was enough day left that it would’ve been quite a lot of sullen silence and mumbled worries. At some point, Seffie suggested they head out on the town and get some drinks, have a nice meal, and just cut loose.

This wasn’t a bad idea, and even though Ash didn’t feel like it, he agreed to come along. They wouldn’t have gone without him.

It ended up being a wonderful time, heading to an arcade area with cool VR video games. It tickled Ash to think they were in a game system with mini-games in it.

The girls enjoyed just being girls for a while: Tinniel and Seffie locked arm-in-arm shopping for cute skirts and boots, Rachel disappearing for a bit and reappearing with a large teddy bear a few minutes later, and Evie wanting to get basically everything they saw. Japan was already weird in the 20th century, and near-future Japan was extra weird. He noted mascots of things like pocket monsters, mascots of the food the restaurants served, girls wearing zombie outfits, girls wearing girls with plastic toilets on their heads trying to beckon them into a toilet-themed…something. A cafe maybe, though it could’ve been an ice cream place, where the ice cream came in bowls shaped like toilets.

Ashley stuck on his arm until Evie pulled her away to check out an adult toys and comic store. They disappeared and returned later with a key code for literally gigabytes worth of pornography. Giggling together, they told Tinniel and Seffie about the tentacle porn they’d just bought. Together with Rachel, all five of them eventually disappeared into a sort of food court area.

Netsu and Mizu were beginning to seem like the sisters they’d been when he’d met them, talking and laughing about how strange the new Tokyo was.

“What’s the weirdest change?” he asked.

“Oh, definitely that row of VR porn game and S&M dungeons,” Mizu said, giggling. At this time of night, it was apparently okay to project holograms of some of the porn on offer. Ash watched as a single man was surrounded by some forty squealing Japanese women, teased and prodded and fed nipple after nipple, before they started sucking him off one by one and riding his face. In another one the couple was in a pickle: the man was tied up to a table and being ridden by a young woman, while his real life girlfriend was forced to complete a puzzle to make it stop. The images flashed, and it was revealed that both of them wore VR headset, and the man had a device stuck to his midsection, while the woman, also naked, wore a VR headset while trying to figure out the game puzzle.

“We should do one!” Mizu gushed, giggling. “All three of us.”

Ash again glanced to her, and found Netsu also a bit troubled at what she was hearing. Netsu looked to him in question: it was apparently up to him whether or not he was going to have sex with twins at the same time. Not now though, because he was beat.

The evening’s outing had been a complete success, in terms of morale. The next day, all this would be all over. He would perform with Mizu, and some complete stranger, and decide the fate of this place in the strangest way possible.

***

When they returned to the ship, Aria was standing in front of a newcomer. She stepped aside with a flourish to reveal an utterly unremarkable Asian girl just a little taller than Mizu and Netsu, which made her third in line after Ashley and Rachel.

The girl’s age was difficult to guess, because Ash didn’t know better, but she was dressed in the same kind of young chic that said late teens or early twenties. She had on a pair of almost neon green short shorts and a ripped black tank top with showing a yellow smiley face with a drop of blood on it. Or rather the smiley face was supposed to look like a button, but was only the graphic.

He… nearly recognized it. He just knew he knew it from somewhere and let it slide.

“Hello?” he asked.

The girl’s eyes fell to the floor, and she had her hands clasped behind her back. It served to show off her perky breasts, while the short shorts gave off just as much smooth, toned leg as either of the twins. She had bangs, unlike the twins

“Can you tell me who you are?”

She nodded but didn’t speak.

“Can you tell me why you’re here?” he asked.

When she nodded again he felt frustration rising. So far he’d been able to push aside the annoyance and disbelief over the situation with Omega, but they were coming up on the final day, and he was far enough behind that he didn’t know how to catch up.

“Please tell me who you are,” he said, forcing himself not to lose his temper.

“Sato Kimiko,” she whispered. Now her hands were balling up the tank top, pulling on it nervously.

With teeth clenched, he took a deep breath. “Now, please tell me why you’re here.”

Tears were brimming at the corners of her adorable eyes.

“We’ll handle this,” Ashley said, and the entire gaggle of girls soon enveloped Kimiko. They moved her away, though the twins turned to him.

“Please get enough sleep, Ash,” Mizu told him, nodding toward the top floor bedroom. “Netsu will accompany you.”

This was news to Netsu, but after the initial shock, she led him to the bedroom and gave him the full service shower. She worked his muscles and lathered him up in silence, being particularly thorough when it came to the spot between his legs. When it started to rise, she sighed and peered up at him. Gods, she was gorgeous.

“I cannot,” she said. Gently, she reached up and cupped his balls. “These will work hard tomorrow.”

Rinsing him off, she then toweled him dry and led him to the bed. She then crawled onto the bed after him, and he admired she shape of her. Like so many of the Asians he saw around him, she was tight, compact, and doll-like. If he hadn’t seen her crush enemies with a war hammer as a creature made of lava, he wouldn’t have believed her capable. Instead his hand drifted up and glided across the smooth curve of her stomach and her hip.

“If you require anything else to be comfortable,” she said, “do not hesitate to ask. I will do all that is necessary to ease your worries.”

“Just air conditioning will be fine,” he said. The day had been hot, and somehow the night had felt even hotter.

Netsu dutifully leapt up and adjusted the air conditioning, apparently forgetting that a lot of the ship’s systems could be voice activated. He watched her ass wiggle as she moved, but fought off the urge to jump up and get freaky. He did have a long day the following day.

It turned out Kimiko was terrified. She wasn’t scared of having sex with a stranger, but terrified of doing so in front of a worldwide audience. Mizu reported this news to a half-sleeping Ash, who couldn’t remember what he told her. He slipped off to sleep with Netsu resting on him, stroking his chest.

In his dreams, he was having sex with a monster. An actual monster. A huge blob of flesh with tufts of hair here and there, oozing pus and covered in mouths and boobs. The saggy lumpen thing quivered under him, and when he jumped off it made to flee, it leapt on top of him, smothering his lower half and beginning to suck him off.

He woke in the middle of the night with the girl Kimiko between his legs. She had his erection shoved in her mouth and peered up at him in the darkness.

“No,” he told her. “Not now.”

She didn’t stop, but instead continued to make hard eye contact.

“Stop.”

She didn’t, instead she kept right on sucking. He had great control in Spellcraft, but they weren’t there. He had great control mostly, but her technique was excellent. Great head game, this girl.

Everything about Kimiko confused him, unless he considered sabotage again. If she was on Omega’s payroll, trying to make sure Omega’s large lead became an insurmountable one.

When he reached down, he felt her teeth on him. It took a serious amount of willpower to sink your teeth into somebody, but the look in her eyes told him she was willing and able.

“You get me off… then what?” he asked. “You’re surrounded.”

It wouldn’t matter. The damage would be done. And if they beat her to a pulp or killed her, she wouldn’t be able to join the competition in

He wasn’t going to like what happened next, not one bit. Kimiko kept right on bobbing her head on him. With one hand, he shoved against Ashley’s shoulder.

“Nn?” Ashley didn’t wake quickly and never had. He shoved once more, only to feel Kimiko’s teeth yet again.

Everything happened quickly after that. As if she could sense the incoming loss of her boyfriend’s cock, Ashley bolted upright in the bed. The others stirred and started sleepily wondering what was going on. It all happened at the same time Ash swept his hands down and clapped his hands on either side of Kimiko's jaw. Thankfully it worked, and she rocketed away from him screaming, but it felt like it was already too late.

The pain that blossomed within him was apocalyptic. It was all he could do not to scream out.

It was chaos after that, with the girls swarming around Kimiko, with the geisha girl hissing and swearing and trying to claw at them, and Ashley freaking out over Ash’s bleeding and damaged junk.

He hissed and clutched himself, freaking out at the blood coating him.

“Come on,” Ashley said, and looped one arm around her shoulders. Thankfully she was tall in this game world, because she had little trouble—with Netsu’s help—getting him out the door. “Let’s get you healed up.”

“Bring her,” Ash said.


50- Luck Be A Lady

The final day of their competition was being broadcast all around the world, or rather to all the places in the world that were Gallantir. Tinniel and Seffie shut off the pre-game broadcast with the commentators and the pundits when Ash came staggering out of the bedroom.

It had begun raining again, with intermittent flashes of lightning in the distance, and slowly rolling thunder.

“How are you feeling?” Rachel asked.

“I’m fine,” he lied. The episode with Kimiko had him shaken. He’d bought the extra luck with Diamonds and Lucky thinking that the attributes would carry over in this world, only to have this nonsense happen hours before he needed to fuck the shit out of not one, but two girls over the course of four hours.

He had a filling meal but hardly tasted it.

“You’re going to be fine,” Netsu told him. He hadn’t noticed her slide into the seat next to him at the bar surrounding the open kitchen Aria lorded over.

“I know.”

“Like you said, it won’t matter,” she said.

“Omega has all the resources of this entire game world. It’s basically the same size as mine, and I can’t say that I’m going the right thing.” What if Gallantir was better as a system at handling the red mages when they returned? Kayle Jai could be wrong.

Netsu leaned in close. “I want you to remember something,” she said, and clasped a hand on his arm. “I want you teach this motherfucker what it means to love a woman. You’re better than him. I’ve watched the tapes. You’re a better lover by far.”

He closed his eyes and nodded.

“I don’t think you’re hearing me. Omega couldn’t possibly have done what you did with Mizu and I. He never would have been able to bring Tinniel into the fold.”

“I believe you,” he said.

“You want something to believe?” she asked. “I looked up women who have had run ins with Omega. There’s a whole series of broken and battered women who claim they’re having Omega’s babies. Some of them claim they had to have surgery after what he did to them. One of them said after him, she couldn’t have children anymore. He literally broke her.”

“Jesus.”

“He’s a douchebag, Ash. Now go in there and win, please. For them, for us, for yourself.”

Well, he was sold.

Two hours later he was striding into the set, and finding Kimiko already there, dressed as Evie, Ashley, and Rachel had been. The geisha was kneeling on the central bed, bracing herself on her hands, fingers splayed in a way that Ash read as apprehensive.

Part of him was pleased at her discomfort and anxiety over what was about to happen. He could have just as easily tied her up and then taken her in the most painful way possible, and that option wasn’t off the table as far as he was concerned.

“As part of the agreement with Omega, our contestant Ash has agreed to add an unfamiliar partner to the challenge!” the announcer said, but at a word from Ash, the announcer voice cut out. He also banished the ticking clock, at least for now. He knew that time was running out and he had a big gap to somehow bridge.

“You hear that?” he asked. “You agreed to this.”

“How was I supposed to know it would be broadcast around the world?” She demanded.

“Don’t worry about that,” he said. She ought to worry about him,

She shook her head. “You’re a fool.”

“There’s a lot you don’t remember, Sato Kimiko,” he told her, and produced the spork behind his back, then slipped it into his pocket. “I want to show you something.”

“What?”

He knew this conversation was being watched by potentially tens of millions of people, so he didn’t want to give the game away. What he showed her was his half hard cock when he opened his pants and pulled it out, free of blood, free of scabs, totally healed of any damage she’d done less than four hours ago.

Eyes wide as dinner plates marked the realization of whatever former life Kimiko had had before the apocalypse. She remembered it; he watched it happen. As millions of viewers thought that perhaps she’d never seen a penis in real life before, Kimiko was instead remembering who and what she’d really been.

He joined her on the bed. “Take some time with it,” he said, and held her by the shoulders.

“I… I’m not ready.”

“I know, but I have to get you ready. I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time.”

He was gentle with her, giving her a quick massage. He started along the backs of both legs and directly above her butt, which made her tense up, but he continued it up her back and to her neck. She began to loosen up and coo, at which point he turned her over and massaged her front as well.

It appeared to be going well. Her breathing was quickening, her body was responding, and she was almost imperceptibly opening and closing her legs.

“I’m going to make you feel really good now,” he breathed in her ear, and gave it a lick.

“But I—”

She didn’t deserve this, but there was no chance of winning this match without her climaxing on his cock. Which meant he dove down and got to work with lips and fingers.

This was a treatment Omega had never given to his partners. The first three had sucked him off a bit before turning and submitting to his pile driving, relentless, seemingly painful equipment. Ash gave Kimiko the deluxe treatment, going down on her for well over ten minutes before she was writhing on the bed, exclaiming ‘yes, yes, yes’ over and over again, heaving for breath. She wasn’t a squealer like in a lot of Japanese porn, but she moaned and groaned in abundance.

He never knew exactly what tipped the scales to send them over the edge, but he knew the signs. Kimiko clenched fistfuls of his hair and pulled him in tighter, then came, hard. She had a distinctly flowery smell and taste, subtle and soft, and he lapped it up greedily.

“Ohhhh,” she crooned, “I want it now. Please, please…”

The girl who had nearly bitten it right off was now begging to have it inside her. He obliged now, since turning her on so much had turned him on nearly as much. She spread her legs for him, holding them open behind her knees. Ash didn’t want to look at the timer, but instead just wanted to enjoy himself with her.

She was tight, and it took several thrusts to get himself full into her. Even then, she winced when he bottomed out. Just like Tinniel and Evie, she was a little too small for him, so he backed off and just gave her ninety percent.

“You didn’t,” she breathed, embracing him and running fingernails down his shoulder blades, “you didn’t torture me.”

“It’s still an option,” he joked.

“I… can’t believe…” but Ash wasn’t sure he wanted her to speak more. He started really pounding, still stopping just before bottoming out, but giving it to her harder and faster. She responded by throwing her head back in ecstasy and giving out one long, uninterrupted moan.

She had already nearly given the game away. Omega had to be wondering by now why his play had backfired, and he wasn’t going to give her the chance to fuck things up by talking too much.

Some ten minutes later he felt his orgasm approaching. Odd, until he remembered that she’d started coaxing it forth just a few hours ago, and Netsu had gotten his blood up a few hours before that.

“Ash!” she gasped. “Don’t st... don’t st… keep…”

“I’m gonna…”

Neither of them finished speaking, but instead came in sync with one another. She clenched on him internally and that pushed him over the edge. Instead of pulling out, he convulsed and spewed what felt like a huge load inside the gorgeous traitor.

“I… can’t believe… that happened…” she muttered afterwards.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Thank me? For what? You were amazing.” Maybe he hadn’t seemed so great in the first and third round of this very televised event, but now she was converted. “I’ve… I’ve never… one after another…”

From there the next ninety minutes were a frantic dance between Kimiko, who knew she only had so much time to feel like she’d never felt before. Using his fingers, she came three times in rapid succession just fifteen minutes later. One orgasm became another became yet another. Afterwards she gave him a grateful blowjob, and though he was wary to let her, she coaxed life back into him for a second round of intense sex.

She wasn’t wincing by the middle of the second round, having cum again while riding him. It appeared he’d stretched her out just a bit, large enough to accommodate his full length. They spent the next twenty minutes going as hard as they could, with her orgasming yet again in doggystyle. The climax made her slip and land on her stomach, but he didn’t stop there, furiously fucking down into her until he came again, again inside. The creampie then triggered another reaction from her, and she squealed out yet another surprise climax.

“How… are you… doing that?” she panted afterwards.

He got up on one elbow, and grinned down at her. “How am I doing what?”

She had already gone through seven orgasms, and they still had forty minutes remaining.

“I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I don’t think I can take more. I’m sorry…”

He just chuckled. This wasn’t her competition, it was his.

“Now,” he said, “for being bad, and for thinking we’re done, I’m going to punish you.”

Her eyes flew open.

“I think you’re going to like it though.” He went and retrieved a bottle of lubricant, along with a large dildo.

In the end it took twenty of their forty minutes to graduate from his fingers up her backside to her taking his cock. They did it in front of the mirror so she could watch his girth spear her back door. She had lowered herself onto it, complaining and straining and apologizing the whole time, but resolute in her ability to take it, or her need to atone.

When he started to use the dildo on her other hole, she went ballistic.

Ash’s third load ended up painting her asshole, while Kimiko went and had three more orgasms somehow, which tore through her like she’d been gut shot. Afterwards, she was totally spent, and laid on the floor beside the bed for the last three minutes of the round, staring either at his foot, or at nothing.

“Oh… oh my God,” she muttered.

***

Ash looked around the lavish, but small waiting room beneath the dome at the rest of the girls. They’d just finished congratulating him on his highest point total ever: 195 points. It was higher than any score Omega had put up as well. It wouldn’t put him in the clear running; he’d still have to pull out a miracle in his last session, which was arguably the hardest. To get hard and perform three times over the course of two hours was one thing, but to then do that again in the same day… he’d have to, so he was going to find out if he could.

“Listen to me,” he said. “I don’t care what happens in the next two hours. I don’t want to know. You are not to tell either Mizu or I.”

“What are you talking about?” Ashley asked.

“What I’m telling you is that if I can see crushing defeat on your faces, I am going to withhold from you for like a month. You’ll be chained up with Evie’s mechanical tendril things for the whole time and nobody will be able to touch you. You will be spoon fed by Aria or whoever, and maybe you’ll be allowed bathroom breaks, or maybe you’ll just pee in a fucking bucket.

“I do not want to know anything about what’s going on up there. If he gets two hundred or three hundred points in this coming round and there’s no possibility of winning, or if his dick pops off and I’m guaranteed a win, it’s better for Mizu and I if neither of us know.”

They all nodded.

“You can watch in the dome, you can watch on the ship, you can all ignore what’s going on and go shopping, I don’t care.” As soon as they’d left, he stretched out a hand to his water girl. “Come on.”

He and Mizu walked out to the border, where Gallantir met Spellcraft. By now the rain was pouring down, but it didn’t bother Mizu, who just smiled at him. He decided it didn’t bother him either. Since the border was now wavering much closer to the dome, the walk was short, only about ten minutes, and once across the weather shifted immediately. Mizu also shifted immediately, becoming once more a being made of nothing but water. He gained some height, a lot of bulk, and his skin turned an ashy midtone gray once more.

“I like you like this,” he said. “I like you every different way, but like this… you’re pretty amazing.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I actually prefer you like this. I once thought your personality was influenced by the race… but you had the spork.”

He also got some notifications from Master of Haremonies. His time with Kimiko had netted him over 50,000 xp, and that wasn’t counting his time with Ashley or Rachel. His session with Ashley had been more successful, and gained him some 25,000, while his time with Rachel got him another 20,000. It was just shy of two level ups in each of his classes.

The leveling up only took a moment, with him boosting Sorcerer by two levels and Bard by a single level. He gained 6 attribute points for the levels, and 9 skill points.

Reflecting back, it seemed that his luck had gotten worse… until the very end when his time with Kimiko became amazing. Either the stat didn’t work, which he didn’t believe, or the luck of his opponents pushed against him sometimes, or he could access that luck somehow he didn’t fully understand. It could’ve been any number of things.

The one thing he remembered about Lady Luck was to not call upon her, to not name her or count on her. She was real, but she was fucking fickle.

So he put all 15 points into Lucky and Diamonds, and pressed confirm before he could second guess himself for the fortieth or five hundredth time.

“Are you okay?” she asked. When he told her what he’d just done, her mouth fell open. “You what?”

“Yeah,” he laughed. “I know. All the other ones are so clear in what they do.”

“LEGEND!?” she blurted. Then she stared off, doing mental math. “That amount of experience… seems… impossible…”

He just smiled and twined his fingers into hers as they passed through the barrier again. As much as he’d like to kiss and fondle the water elemental she was, they’d get attacked by hopping vampires or something if they stayed too long. Plus, they had a show to get on with.

They made their way back to the dome, back to the lounge-slash-waiting room, and dried off after a quick and intense shower. They both muttered “not yet, not yet, not yet” while soaping each other up. She was grinning shyly at him, and he was counting himself lucky for the millionth time.

He spent the time with Mizu, gazing into her eyes for a few minutes before she laughed and broke out a handheld video game.

“Here,” she said. “We play.”

They played a platformer for the next hour or so, this one cooperative and with pixelated graphics, a throwback to before he was even born. They had fun jumping and killing enemies and falling into spiked pits and abysses over and over again, laughing whenever she died and he didn’t, or he died right before they reached a boss battle. He lost time, actually, forgetting all about the stakes of what he was about to do.

And then the time came, with a chime for Mizu to strip and receive the biometric readings.


51- Do You Want To Continue? Y/N

Ash heard the crowd before he even got out of the hallway. He strode into the large open stadium room to boos, hisses, catcalls, and things literally thrown at him. Omega was standing there wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his sculpted waist, arms folded, scowling.

“There’s no turning off the announcer or the crowd this time, Ass.”

Ash looked at him incredulously. Was this really how it was going to go, with Omega insulting him like they were school kids on a playground? When he made to keep walking, Omega sidestepped and got in his way.

“This should’ve been on the Gallantir field,” he said. “I would’ve been able to fuck you up dozens of times.”

“That’s too bad,” was all Ash said. “Are we doing the schoolyard bully thing or are you gonna let me pass?”

Omega got in his face and poked a finger at his chest, and the crowd ate this up. They started chanting something, which sounded a lot like a song English fans would sing for their football club. With so many thousands of people singing, it wasn’t possible to make out the words.

“When I win, I’m ordering the AI to have your team turned into nanites. You’re all going to be scrubbed out of existence, just molecules that I’ll turn into weapons to kill more posers like you.”

Ash rolled his eyes. “I’m not coming down to your level, my man. I don’t like to keep a lady waiting.”

Still, Omega didn’t let him pass.

“You’re. Fucking. Dead.”

Ash finally lowered his gaze and stared the other guy in the face. “You know what’s going to happen when this whole place turns into my game world?” he asked. “You’re going to find out what it’s like to really die. And then you’re going to find out again.”

He handed Omega a Full Revive, which here was just a collectible card. When Omega looked at the illustration of a bloody chest wound healing back up, Ash shouldered past him and onto the set.

The boos and the jeering continued. The only upside to this was that the announcer’s voice could hardly be heard over the roar of fury and hate he was receiving from all sides.

But the moment he really got his eyes on Mizu, none of that mattered. She was breathtaking to look at. Kimiko had been beautiful, but Mizu sparkled with gorgeousness. Her skin was clear and perfect, her eyes glittering. She had a glint in her eye that told him she really, really wanted to get in his pants. Unlike Ashley though, she wasn’t just going to throw off all her clothes and stuff him inside her.

The crowd continued, but it all receded back into a place that simply didn’t matter. It was a distant roar, like traffic going by outside your apartment, or the surf continuously crashing on the beach.

She was dressed. Somehow she’d had time to put on stiletto heels, fishnet stockings, a miniskirt so short it literally showed off her lack of underwear, and a corset, along with elbow length gloves. She stalked toward him looking like an angel had inhabited the body of a dominatrix. She still wore the choker, proclaiming her MASTER’S PET with the silver water drop holding the two halves of the leather choker together in front. All of it came together in an extremely sexy package.

“I’m so lucky,” he told her.

She blinked at him several times, and grinned. “We’re both about to get lucky,” she told him.

They were kissing next. Swirling her tongue around his, and removing his clothes so she could lick and nibble on his nipples. She took his hands, giggling, turned, and fastened them to her butt so he would follow after. He laughed too, and loved the twinkle in her eye whenever she turned.

She led him to the BDSM portion of the set, and had him lay down on the couch. A plush, black thing, it felt as much like a bed as a couch. Removing his clothes, she periodically swatted his roaming hands away from her legs and ass, while she spread a tiny amount of oil all over his body and rubbed it in.

“There!” she chirped. “Now you’re like a statue.”

“A statue you want to have sex with?”

“Like a golden god,” she murmured, and bent down to kiss the head of his growing erection. It bounced, and she giggled.

“A golden god whose might seed you want all up in you?”

“Mm-hmm! Mm-hmm!” Nodding furiously, she squatted on his chest and bent to begin sucking him off. This put her glistening body lower half on full display.

She was still shoving his hands away every time he grabbed onto her luscious butt or ran them over her sleek, strong legs. It was annoying, but also like a game. In the meantime he felt her slobbering and slurping all over his head and shaft, taking her time to worship him. She ran both hands over all the different bits of him, taking turns to play with his balls or slide her little hand up and down his shaft.

After a good few minutes, his annoyance grew, and he looped his hands under her thighs so he could pull her bodily back, onto his face.

She just giggled again. “Oh, you’re being a bad boy, huh?”

“Ash is hungry,” he responded.

Starting to speak again, she suddenly cut off with a sharp sigh when his tongue connected with the right spot. Speech wasn’t possible again and she groaned like an animal. Several moans of pleasure later, she seemed to remember what she’d been doing. Resuming her sucking, she locked them into a sixty-nine.

Five minutes later he wasn’t getting a blowjob any longer. She threw her head back in ecstasy, and jerked her body back and forth over his tongue. It wasn’t easy to keep himself locked on her clit with her jerking and writhing, but he did his best. He was rewarded with Mizu’s first shuddering orgasm a minute later.

“Ohhhhhhh Assssshhhhhh,” she moaned.

He didn’t let up. Instead of giving her space to breathe and recover, he added a second finger hammering her, hard. He also sucked the whole area around her clit into his mouth and lashed at it with his tongue.

“W… wait… wait… ugh… Ash… it’s sens… it’s too s… Ash… wait—”

She just about kicked him in the head trying to get away from him and what he was doing to her, but he locked his free arm around her waist and continued licking.

This one only took thirty seconds before she came again. It was glorious. Smelling her, tasting her, hearing her tip over the edge, feeling her body lose control. Moaning loudly and forming more half words, she tensed up completely before shuddering against him, hard enough to bump her pussy against his nose and make him wonder if he had a nose bleed.

And again, he didn’t stop. Fingers rubbing the one spot inside her he knew would set her off, tongue flat and rubbing back and forth over her engorged clit, he kept right on going, aiming for a third.

She tried harder this time. Futilely. Warning him she was too sensitive with half uttered and gasping words. Pushing on his legs with the drained muscles in her arms. All the while humping herself down into his face like her pussy really knew what it wanted.

Another minute later she squirted. Her voice rose and rose, incapable of speech but communicating her overwhelming pleasure. Hardly able to raise herself up onto her elbows to get a look at him. Her face lay on one of his thighs, and in the replay he’d see her eyelids fluttering at the end. Now only her hips flexed, like she was having sex with his fingers, like the only place she could control her muscles was to get pleasure from him.

This one was an explosion of liquid, drenching him. A second after it started she was shouting and arching her back, hands fluttering against him, thighs squeezing his head when they weren’t thumping around on the couch. Half words were again coming out of her.

“Huh… fu… shi… Ash… you… st… I… can’t… Ugh… st… stop.”

He did, and she just lay there, convulsing with little orgasmic aftershocks. Eventually, after a good few minutes, Mizu rose on shaky arms, and repositioned herself on this plush black couch so she could curl up bodily on top of him.

It was around now that he realized the crowd had gone silent.

“I can’t believe you did that,” she said. “And without you inside me.”

He just grinned and stroked her back.

“I love you,” she whispered. He could just about hear the DING of the notification trying to tell him she had just surpassed a hundred Relationship points in the system.

“I love you too,” he murmured, and kissed the top of her head.

She pushed herself up with both hands on his chest, staring down at him. “You… do? You mean that?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it,” he said.

A smile spread across her face that somehow made her look even more beautiful than before. It seemed impossible, but there she was. And now she was dipping in for another kiss. And now she was sliding herself back into a straddling position. And now she was reaching behind her to grab hold of him and guide him in.

“Ohhhhh my God you feel so good,” she breathed.

She was right; it felt good to be loved.

He wasn’t just going to let her be on top the whole time. Instead he picked her up, her legs wrapped around his waist, then lowered her to the couch and began to really give it to her. They went through several positions, and the one that worked was with her on her stomach, ass thrust upwards and her upper body on the couch’s large cushy arm. Here he was able to see that her back was fully tattooed, a rushing waterfall with Japanese kanji running down the opposite side. He didn’t read the words, but watching the animated tattoo water flow helped him keep from exploding inside her before he was ready.

Beneath him, she was furiously working at her clit, moaning loudly and begging him not to stop, don’t stop, never—

She came again, and the beginnings of her body shuddering gave him the cue he should go into overdrive. So when she begged him again, he only slammed down into her velvety sex even harder. Again her body and her words were saying different things. Her ass rose up to meet him again and again, while she begged him with half-spoken words that she was too sensitive. He dug in deep, stared at the waterfall on her back, and ground her midsection down into her limp hand.

The dam broke less than a minute later. She squirted again, gushing liquid and groaning loudly and seeming unable to do anything but take Ash. The way her perky ass squished against his abs was something else. He repeatedly slammed his hips down into her butt, loving the sounds she made that grew and grew until she was just about crying out.

The floodgates opened again a minute later. Mizu squirted, a fresh dose on the couch to join the first. She finally found her voice then, cursing rapid fire. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!”

Another tortured groan later, and she came again. Either that or she was experiencing aftershocks from the two colossal orgasms that had shot through her already. Shoving her ass back against him was what did it; Ash finally felt he’d passed the point of no return. Through clenched teeth he told her. She didn’t seem to register the words, but when he pulled out she flopped onto her back and opened wide, taking a full load on her face and in her mouth.

They had fun after that. She took him into the shower and they cleaned each other up. It culminated in her on her knees giving him yet another blowjob. He was able again, and they spent the next twenty minutes making her squirt in one of the BDSM devices that looked like a tiny hammock. It suspended her at whatever height they wished, which was waist height, and allowed him to pull her by the hips back onto him again and again. Now he got to watch her squirt, saw her eyelids fluttering and the amount of juices she produced. He was drenched from the abs down, and the sensation of her fluids running down his legs was so strange.

Mizu came no less than twelve times over the two hours. They learned that if he slowed after the first of her orgasms, they could start a chain that kept rising and falling in intensity, a non-stop climax that eventually tired her out after a good three or four minutes. The final time they did this, it left her absolutely boneless, unable to move.

As for Ash, he came twice and was working on a third when the call came down that the time was up. They didn’t stop, and she locked her ankles around his waist to make sure the last load went inside.

***

They got Ash dressed and brought him to a different TV set area, where Omega was standing, staring in disbelief. He didn’t need to look at the final score to know that he’d won. Mizu was the ace up his sleeve, and what he’d needed to do was coax all the pleasure he could out of her. He’d hear about the way Omega screwed up his time with the geisha later, about how Omega’s mammoth girth had really hurt her and hadn’t made her feel good at all.

The guy, with his villain goatee and his swagger, couldn’t manage the words. “You… you…”

You have initiated systemic synthesis the pop-up told him. Do you wish to continue? Y/N

Ash stared at the message. Would he lose Mizu? It ultimately didn’t matter. They’d been at this, trying so hard, for so long, that he couldn’t say no. He mentally clicked Yes and hoped against hope that eventually, Mizu would be returned to him. They had a lot more squirting sex they needed to enjoy in the future. He had a few really questionable thoughts running through his mind regarding her and Netsu that he was very much on the fence about exploring. She couldn’t just end up in a crystal and be lost to him.

Omega’s body began to glow from within, and and build, like he was a supernova. His eyes disappeared behind the glow of pure gold, and it emanated from his mouth as well. The other four members of Omega’s team were suffering the very same way, vomiting up the power to control a whole system.

All that power swirled up before Ash’s very eyes, and coalesced into a crystal, just like the one with Zirennia in it, currently floating in his bedroom on the ship. Inside, a tiny figure could be seen, mostly gold and black to Zirennia’s pink and teal.

Two other crystals appeared beside it, one glowing with red and green, the other glowing white and blue. Automatically floating up behind him, they took positions around his head. Like he was some kind of holy figure.

He was a half-orc, half-drow again, with a character sheet, and an action deck. Omega sat on the ground, on his knees.

Bringing up the world map, he zoomed in on the continents. There was much more to see, and do, and explore now. Spellcraft wrapped from the middle of North America all the way around to the edge of mainland Europe, all the way up throughout arctic Russia and all the way down over the whole of Antarctica. Only Africa and the Atlantic remained off the map.

“Hey,” Ash said, and reached a hand down toward Omega. “Hey.”

The defeated man looked up, his face now a reptilian lizardfolk well over two meters high, with a crocodilian tail and hate-filled yellow eyes. But he also glanced around in complete confusion. They were in the midst of a henge of some kind, an ancient monument built by some ancient culture that hadn’t existed until seconds ago, but at the same time had existed for thousands of years.

“Hey… it’s going to be okay.”

Omega reached up a shaky hand, and when he was standing, Ash engaged Voidform. He wrapped Omega in a tight hug, dealing out constant damage with every second. He made very sure the fucker was well and truly dead after he’d stopped struggling.

Due to his Wands and Attuned, he could now see Omega’s soul drifting up and away from his body, eyes locked on Ash’s.

“I promised,” he said. “Now you run along, and if you’re lucky, you’ll have another Full Revive in your inventory.”

The soul was sucked away to wherever Omega’s save point might be.


Epilogue

Kayle Jai was not enjoying having her crystal ball tossed around so much. Nor was she enjoying the joyful barking of the gigantic golden retriever that snapped at it whenever it had the chance, and bounced the ball back up in the air. She was certainly not enjoying the peals of laughter from the delighted children flocking around the stupidly named dog.

Waffles. Who would name a dog Waffles?

All around her, the girls were partying and dancing. They had hired a quartet to play in the town square, and strung up lights and decorations, and threw a party after buying one of the largest barrels of alcohol they could get their hands on. This was far eastern stuff, and was excellent quality, though they claimed it tasted distinctly different from American brews.

The people were also dancing and playing, the children most of all. They loved Waffles. They petted him, rubbed his belly sometimes, threw things for him to fetch, and laughed at all the licks they got, over and over. Big children or little, it didn’t matter; the dog was a huge hit amongst stupid earth people.

In Kayle’s reality, they had sensible household pets. Vells. They were affectionate like dogs and aloof, like cats. However, they had the correct number of legs, six, and were far better at house protection than this stupid animal. Their fur naturally drifted out of the house when shed. Vells were easily trained to do their business.

Waffles couldn’t trample one of the children and had bopped Kayle’s crystal ball a little too far, so it clonked onto the flag stones and rolled away. She saw the huge beast coming, fuzzy tail wagging. It opened its gigantic mouth and got its sword teeth around the ball, fogging up the glass a bit. The whole business with dogs was so stupid. Pathetic really.

Also kind of adorable.

“Just leave me alone,” she said, though she was smiling.

Over there, Ash was talking with some NPCs, while the girls were arrayed around, drinking, dancing, laughing. Ashley and Evie were in the middle of a dance, Ashley holding Seffie the kobold on her shoulders. Tinniel flitted around the whole group with her fey wings, which she missed very much.

Both twins were engaged in a conversation Kayle definitely would have been interested to hear, but she was in the mouth of a horrible—and kind of cute, in a really stupid way—golden-haired monster.

Rachel always hovered just behind Ash. Also hovering behind Ash: four near identical crystals, spread out in a semicircle over his head like a halo. There were three more to collect, including the CivPunk game he had already conquered.

“You’re the worst. I’m so glad I can’t smell your breath in here,” she told the dog. Waffles approached Ash, who was speaking with the town council, and offered up her crystal ball. A distracted Ash took it.

“You have my greatest thanks, but that’s not necessary,” Ash said, and bowed to the council. “I don’t really feel responsible for saving your town, after all. It was at very least, a… group effort.”

Then, toward a lineup of what appeared to be gift brides, he gave a dazzling grin with finger guns.

Logically, Kayle knew how stupid that was. Still, the smile and the look on his face melted her insides a little. Her scrambled brain would hardly even allow her to remind herself it was a function of his raised Charming attribute and Hearts skill.

The seven young tartlets lined up and offering themselves up to him also reacted, and strongly. Two of them started giggling at one another, while one of them took an unsteady step backwards, fanning herself. One of them raised a hand to her forehead. As for the elder council members, they all laughed and approved of the way he had handled the situation.

Kayle soon found the crystal ball flying in the air, and soon afterwards it fell away from beneath her.

***

Ash came back home after a long day picking up cages full of crabs, nets full of various different types of fish, and peeled the wetsuit from his head. He’d spent almost all day down there, harpooning fish or scaring them into cages. At one point they thought he was a goner when he came up entangled by an octopus almost as big as he was.

He’d gone and put the octopus into a gigantic aquarium in his thriving seafood restaurant, which had been slowly but surely upgraded time and time again.

The cute redhead waitress blushed and greeted him when he came in. “Welcome back, Mr. Phoenix.”

“Mae,” he said, and nodded in her direction.

Her breath caught in her throat, and Kayle rolled her eyes. “How was the catch, Mr. Phoenix?”

He gave her an easy smile. “I did tell you to call me Ash, didn’t I?”

Kayle watched as the girl’s knees trembled.

“Gosh, Mr… uh, Ash, I don’t know… I’m a nobody compared to you.”

He chuckled. “Not with what I pay you. You’re the richest waitress in any restaurant I’ve ever been to or worked at.”

It was true. He did pay her a ridiculous amount of money. Part of that was done from guilt; he was going to pack her soul into a crystal when all this was over, just like he was considering doing with Tinniel.

Kayle knew he was going to do it; he just hadn’t talked about it. She could feel it in the way he talked to the young waitress, the way he touched her elbow, looked down into her eyes when she smiled up at him, and the way his eyes lingered on her when she turned to head back into the kitchen or a nearby table.

“Hey boss, you got more of the snow crabs?” The grizzled cook MacGuffin stumped out of the kitchen, scarred arms folded.

Ash walked to the various huge tanks of water that now lined the front of the restaurant. When he tapped each one, it magically filled with various different kind of fish. One of them was suddenly teeming with shrimp, and the next he touched seethed with thrashing eels.

“You got it, Mac!” he called. “We’re all stocked up. Got those bluefin tuna, and your favorite: the swordfish.”

MacGuffin just grunted. Kayle saw the barest hint of a smile on his weathered face. The one-eyed cook folded his arms over his chest and clomped back into the kitchen. Soon the sounds and smells of seafood started wafting in.

In the middle of the restaurant, Evie paused in the middle of cutting up fish into sushi-sized bits and pointed her knife at him.

“Talk to me about those tiny squids. You got tiny squids for me?”

“Tiny squids aplenty, Cap,” he said. “Rachel’s probably boiling them up right now.”

“Remind me again why I have to kill all the tiny creatures!” Came the shout from the kitchen.

Ash turned a grin towards Mae. She grinned right back, and Kayle watched as his eyes stuck on her backside. How long now? Tomorrow?

“Where are the twins?”

“Diving,” Kayle said.

Ash approached and patted Waffles on the head, and added a few scratches behind the ears.

As much as Ash liked this restaurant business, he was basically done with the game. Now, another two months later, he’d finished it. It was time.

In the end Mae thanked him for the opportunity, and when Ash turned on the charm Kayle watched everything. All the thrusting and grunting, all the licking and groping, all the kissing and slurping. Kayle wanted to believe she had been forgotten here. Ash just didn’t think about her when she wasn’t dispensing advice or experience. It wasn’t because he wanted her to know that he was an expert lover.

Probably.

She set her face into a frown even as Mae’s form disappeared and the crystal formed. The huge seafood restaurant swiftly transformed into a temple, and the clerics of the temple sprang into existence around them. Statues of various deities stood in alcoves. Banners with their holy symbols hung behind them, from high, high up. A soft and comforting light shone down from above.

Ash dressed and took her crystal ball, no longer a magic 8 ball with a tiny purple viewing window—thank fuck—and peered at her.

“So,” he said. “We ought to talk about you. And what you’ve told me, and what you haven’t.”

“Did you just force me to watch you have sex on purpose?”

“Of course not!” he exclaimed. “I would never!” He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh whoops, I kept forgetting you changed into a plastic 8 ball in the restaurant game.”

She narrowed her tiny eyes at him. “I’ll bet. What is it you wish to know?” she demanded.

“What sort of time frame we’re looking at with your red mage buddies, what kind of resistance we’re looking at, and how powerful we’ll need to be in order to convince them to fuck off.”

She sighed. The truth was, the Esotericum would never allow a reservoir world to simply exist. They would bring in stronger and stronger assault wizards until earth capitulated.

“You have to understand,” she said. “We can expect to see a sliding scale.”

“Sliding scale, got it.”

“The more resistance you put up before you are ultimately destroyed, the further along the scale earth will end up. For instance, if the Esotericum sends a squad of elite mages to obliterate you, they may well spare the earth and admit you into the ranks of the bureaucracy.”

“Are we talking about a situation in which my death is totally inevitable?” he asked.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Fuck that nonsense.”

“I’m afraid they will send an exploratory and reconnaissance unit first, if they have not already done so, followed by a response unit. Once that happens, should you fall, your planet will be melted down and stripped for resources and mana. If you can take on the response unit, a standard battalion will be sent.”

“And after that, the elite mages?”

“After the battalion, yes, the elite mages will arrive. You will have no hope then.”

“I appreciate your optimism.”

She didn’t want to sigh and go into detail about the sorts of people these were. By the standards of the game system he was using, each mage would be Legend or higher tier. They would all have access to spells that could kill the current Ash from orbit.

“I am sorry, Ash,” she said.

She had come to respect him, and didn’t like the pained expression on his face. “Where are you on that scale?” he asked.

“Near the end of Mastery,” she said. “Close to Grandmastery.”

“Well I guess we’ll just have to work harder,” he said.

This is the end of Get Lucky 4: Unification War
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