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Prelude: Honor Thy Progenitors

Friday, Day 1

Thomas and Jessica Wilkerson stood grinning at all that lay before them. The peons were hard at work, like they always were, running bags of gold from the mine up to City Hall, while others chopped at the vast, endless forest that spread out in all directions from the main town area. Still other peons were hard at work building the burgeoning town center, the guard tower platforms for the archers, and the wooden palisade.

Already the city center sported a Tavern, a Smithy, a Barracks, several small Farms, a Sawmill, and of course City Hall. For some reason these buildings had capital letters in their names, and that didn’t make sense either, but again, neither of them cared much.

Neither had any idea where the peons have come from, and neither cared. This echoed their knowledge and understanding of what had happened to the neighborhood, and the many, many mountains of the Colorado Rockies. The sky was different. Heck, the whole town itself seemed to be on a floating piece of land some five or ten kilometers across. Wisps of light were appearing and disappearing all around them, just winking in and out in different colors. Thomas had been delighted to see orange, yellow, blue, purple, and green before giving up and just marveling at all the changes taking place.

Other floating islands had drifted up out of the ground in the far distance. Somehow the whole landscape of the world was changing, and with it, the environment. Someone had access to a spyglass and shared it with them for a moment, and they could plainly make out the twinkling pink crystals beneath all the floating islands.

And in a matter of hours they had a wealth of gold, and on top of that, a number of buildings constructed. Now, Thomas Wilkerson had been in the building industry for close to forty years, and knew buildings. Even if these were constructed with heavy timber and plaster over straw, they would’ve taken weeks to erect, or months. The buildings now surrounding them required only minutes to put up, all thanks to the peons.

The peons seemed to spring right out of the ground, or at least be generated by City Hall. They worked with tireless efficiency. One of the idiot neighbors had joked that they weren’t even Mexicans, and the backlash to that had sent him running for cover. His wife had cracked him across the back of the head with her big wooden soup ladle, the same one she claimed was the remote control for the television.

“People of Boulder! It would be my pleasure, nay, my privilege, to take up the mantle of mayor of the city. Together, we will build Boulder back better—”

The well-dressed man standing on a stump of wood was stopped in his oration by a man who appeared to be a bearded drunk.

“What makes you think you get to be mayor?”

“I alone have a vision of a perfect Boulder, where everyone lives in a mansion, where we live lives of luxury, where Boulder is as gorgeous as it is safe. I—”

“How do we choose the mayor?” Another person called out, this one a woman. “And why can’t we have a lady mayor?”

“By all means, lady, step up and plead your case. I only mention the job and my aspirations, as the options and abilities for generating buildings and units has already fallen to me.”

“Who the hell are you, anyway?” The drunkard asked. This got the biggest response yet, with a lot of muttering and grumbling from the quickly gathering mob.

The mayor flashed a huge smile. “You don’t recognize me?” Thomas certainly didn’t; the Boulder City Office had never been held by a cloud man before. He appeared to be nothing less than a living cloud, puffy and white, but also sculpted into the form of a perfect adonis. “It is I, Gary Pearson.”

Everyone fell quiet.

“Gary Pearson!” Someone shouted. “The janitor at my kid’s middle school?”

A lot of angry murmuring now, along with stronger cries, first from the drunkard and then from others.

“You’re not the mayor!”

“I dunno who the mayor is, but he ain’t you.”

“If the janitor can be mayor, I could be mayor!”

“Oh shut it, Ginny, you couldn’t manage a garden!”

“I’ll manage to put your dwarf ass in traction you don’t shut your bearded yap!”

“Vote in a new mayor!”

“Who does he think he is?”

“You’re no mayor! You’re just a janitor!”

“Go on then,” Gary Pearson, new mayor and former janitor of Boulder said, “gaze about you. You will find that I am not the only person changed by whatever has happened.”

Thomas accepted this command without question and peered around, finding himself amidst people who were only people in the vaguest of senses. They too were staring around at one another, and him.

One was a bird-headed woman with an immaculate physique and enormous wings extending off her back, wearing barely any clothing. Several seemed stockier than regular folks, wearing thick beards of red, black and brown. These were mostly clad in metal, whether it was chainmail, scale mail, or banded mail. Others seemed more lithe and supple than regular folks, with longer ears and an ethereal lilt to their movements. Regardless of what they wore, all of it plant-based, the clothing seemed to be finely made and to glow from within like it was enhanced with a little something extra.

Others were small people with or without wings, a few people made of liquid water, wood, molten rock, or great big chunks of stone.

And a few were plain old humans, though even they had been changed. See, nearly all the people surrounding him, from his retirement village, now sported perfectly sculpted bodies, whether they were lean and ropy with muscle, stocky and thickly built, or towering and massive. He thought he recognized Harold Thompson, his next door neighbor, but as a thirty year old body builder version of himself, sporting mint-colored hair and eyes.

“Harold?” he asked.

“Tom?” The neighbor asked, in a younger and crisper version of the old Harold Thompson voice. “Jessica?”

Thomas swung around and his gaze fell on his wife, who now appeared to be an elfin creature of radiant loveliness maybe in her late twenties, with a full head of fuchsia hair falling to her knees, and that was even after it had been gathered up with two large golden meatballs with emeralds the size of his eyeballs. Her eyes were the same vibrant, almost neon pink, and her voice caught.

“Tom?” she asked.

Studying his hands only told him that his wrinkles, liver spots, the dirt and grime from his gardening were all gone. He had the strong, unblemished hands of a young man. Jessica was doing the exploration for him, touching what ended up being very long ears indeed, and showing him that he also had oddly colored hair.

Everyone in town, a town mainly composed of retirees, was now beautiful and young.

“You look…” he told her.

“What’s that?” she grinned. “How does your wife of thirty-five years look now that she’s an elf?”

“Radiant,” he told her.

“Oh you,” she said, grinning. “If I wasn’t completely freaking out right now I’d take you back to the house and make you scream my name. You’re… you look…”

“Different,” he said.

“Younger,” she replied.

“Fuckable,” he said, and thrilled to the idea that he, a man in his mid-sixties, was already ready. He wasn’t just prepared to make a candlelight dinner turn into a romantic soiree of this, either, but felt as if he was ready to disappear behind the nearest house and take her up against the wall. Oh, to be young again, he’d thought more than a few times over the last few years. And now that dream had come true.

“Fuckable?” she repeated, aghast, but the wide smile on her face was much more inviting. She was clearly of the same mind. He could see that she was ready to reignite their sex lives.

“Speaking of screaming my name, I might ask you to do that anyway,” he said, grinning. “I feel like I could go a couple rounds in the sack and not complain about a sore hip for three days afterwards.”

They laughed, until they both had the same realization at once.

“Where is the house?” Jess asked him.

“I… have no idea,” he told her.

They no longer had a house. In a burst of panic, Thomas took his wife’s hand and they rushed over to where the cloud man claiming to be Gary Pearson.

“Gary,” Jessica called. “Mayor. Where will we live? Our house… it’s gone.”

“Not to worry!” Gary thundered. “Everyone will have a place in Boulder.”

“The same size as our old house?” Jessica demanded. “It took us thirty years to pay off the mortgage… I’m not living in one of those godforsaken farmhouses, Gary.”

The tenor of the debate over the position of mayor changed in a heartbeat. The idea of a special election to get a new mayor installed was instantly forgotten, and instead they turned to the idea of where they were going to sleep. The farmhouses were clearly unacceptable for a bunch of retired folks who had all paid off their cottage style mini mansions.

“I promise all of you we will see about living arrangements first thing,” Gary called out. “I can scale back defense needs without an issue.”

As it happened, whatever system Gary was dealing with allowed him to command the peons to build buildings, chop trees or haul ore. As for the buildings he could select them and ask the peons to conduct upgrades, spending various amounts of both gold and lumber.

Thomas could vaguely see the windows and notifications in front of Gary’s face, along with the number of gold and lumber ticking up. There was also a timer ticking down, in green, with the words BEGINNER TOWN INVULNERABILITY appearing and reappearing.

“The system informs me that we have two seasons of protection. During that time, we cannot be attacked.”

“Why would we be attacked?” someone yelled.

“I have no idea!” he called back. “But my solemn promise is to provide each and every family here with comfortable lodgings. Safety and security will be for another day.”

One of the peons finished creating another building even as they talked. This one was a carpentry studio and shop. “I understand the Wilkersons are capable with woodworking.”

Thomas also had his own UI, and it did indeed indicate that he had a Steady Hand at the Lathe. The old Thomas Wilkerson did indeed have a bit of man cave, though the Boomer generation had never called it such thing. It was a woodworking shop, complete with router, band saw, planer, circular saw, disk sander, and a number of other large machines, on top of a quality collection of hand tools. He had a shed out back for holding various pieces of lumber, and he often headed to the Home Depot specifically to see if they had specials on any specific types of lumber.

“Whoa,” Jessica said. She was not one in the habit of being speechless, so this really was something.

“Go forth,” Gary called. “Your own houses should be much like what the Wilkersons here enjoy.”

The people obeyed, amazed that the carpenter’s shop had been built over the course of about ten minutes. There’d been nothing but a large rectangle of a lot there, and now a masterpiece stood there.

The building was like a dream house: the whole ground floor, aside from the kitchen and bathroom, was dedicated to the craft. You reached the second floor by an exquisite curved staircase, the woodwork polished and gleaming, with the banister in the shape of a wyrm's snarling jaws, and the banister itself showed its scaled body curving all the way to the hall. Each of the rooms were both spacious and cozy, with pot bellied wood burning stoves and thick, down comforters. The whole place smelled divine.

Outside, people were demanding that Gary do them next.

“People, people!” Gary said, holding two hands outstretched like a messiah figure. “We will need time to create a whole new town, but fear not! Everyone’s wish will come true. This I promise.”

All worries about the housing situation, the newness of the change, and the safety of the town after ’two seasons of safety’ evaporated.


1- Power Player

Friday, Day 56

The power play Ash pulled worked a little too well.

Ash had chosen his time and place carefully: the prow of the ship at dark thirty. There he had joined a giggling Rachel on decks, in the wet mist, and ordered her to do a striptease for him. The catgirl, felinian, with the thin layer of striped fur, the adorable ears, and the swishing tail had gasped at his boldness, before turning her back on him and unlacing the bodice she wore nowadays. This leather corset-like contraption framed her breasts perfectly, covering them only with a thin layer of frilly cotton, and pushing them up and together to form a perfect line of cleavage. It went right down to her tail, where the top of her skirt butted right up. The girls had actually done a great job of adjusting the skirt meant for a regular humanoid to allow her a little space for the tail.

“You’re bad,” she said, grinning, but also beginning to sway that delightful ass of hers and run her hands up and down her body.

The weather had heavy and drizzly all day, but not actually raining, and it would glisten on her like she was oiled up. As a felinian, she hated being in the rain, so this was a perfect compromise, keeping her happy without matting her fur down, and him seeing her shine with moisture.

“I am bad,” he agreed, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning against the mast.

Her arms wound up and around one another while her hips swayed. Under the flowing skirt, more and more of her appeared and disappeared as her hip movements grew stronger. She’d briefly bend at the waist and sway back and forth, then straighten and eye him devilishly.

“That’s what you want?” she asked, and set one foot up on a bundle of rope, then smushed her breasts between her arms and wiggled for him. Causing the bodice to loosen further, it slipped off her, almost imperceptibly. More cleavage appeared, a hint of shoulder, and more of her leg. He couldn’t figure out where to look: the inside of her thigh, all the way down toward her belly button, or the eyes that were presently fastened on him with a look of unbridled lust.

“You could just order me to take you, in any hole,” she purred.

“I know it,” he said. Just this morning he had ordered her to fetch him breakfast, to feed it to him, to smear certain things on her own body for him to lick off her, and finally to play a game of chess with him in front of all the other girls, even though she wasn’t a very skilled player. It was naked chess, and he’d only lost a single sock by the time she was naked and moving on to the dare portion of the game. From then on, each of the other girls got to order her to do something sexual or humiliating.

Yes, he knew quite well how well she followed ordered. He also wondered if she might secretly be excellent at chess and a glutton for punishment. After all, she had no qualms whatsoever about following Evie or Ashley’s lewd suggestions.

Her skirt drew up further. “And? Why don’t you?”

When he didn’t answer, she twirled and shook again. Dipping low, facing him or not. One leg raised, facing him and showing off her lack of panties, or facing away and showing off her fabulous ass.

Mostly though, she got into the idea of showing off her body to him, lying on the deck, arching over the mound of coiled rope, humping the air or putting her leg next to her head. The natural athleticism of felinians was a treat to watch.

She was on all fours now, and the next jerk of her body sent the bodice crashing to the deck. The shirt beneath billowed out and showed him her entire chest, unobstructed. Her nipples were already quite hard. “Aaaaaasssshhh…”

“Yes, my dear?”

“Are you going to order me to do something really naughty?” she asked, and licked her lips in anticipation. Her eyes were alight with mischief, even though she was frowning the whole time. It gave her a very odd expression, like she was expecting to be let down.

They had been pretty tame so far, though it was interesting to see her pushing her limits. She didn’t like the idea of not touching herself for extended periods of time, and only doing so when he gave her express permission. Complained about not being able to take matters into her own hands. Explained while glaring at him that he was her own woman and could touch herself whenever and wherever she wanted, all while following his directions. She had hated the idea of walking around with the tiny plug he’d given her, a much smaller version of what Netsu was wearing right this moment. That said, she held herself behind the knees in order to allow him to push it in the back door, and had it inside her during any surprise inspection he conducted.

And yet… she came loudest and longest when he toyed with her for well over an hour, before finally sinking deep into her completely flooded pussy.

Also, she hadn’t liked the idea of getting naked in public just a week ago, but in the dark of night she’d shucked all her clothes and plastered herself to his side, then complained in his ear that she hated this, she couldn’t do this, he was a monster for telling her to do this, and how could he?

All the same, she had cum almost immediately when he finally laid a finger on her. Her loud yowls had brought several of the other girls bursting into the cabin, wondering if assassins had come to try to kill him again.

Boy had she hated getting him ready so he could take another of his women. Whined extra annoyingly all while disrobing him, right up until the moment when she noisily slurped his cock into her mouth to get him hard for someone else. Stared daggers from down on her knees with a mouth full of him. She didn’t like disrobing him, didn’t like sinking to her knees and licking at him while he kissed and fondled Evie or Ashley. She hadn’t liked licking the other girls before he slid into them, and certainly hated sucking the residue of their coupling off his cock, or licking deep into the girls to clean them out.

Or had she? In all instances she’d experienced orgasms by her own hand, and seemed to collapse in sheer exhaustion by the time he finished with his other partner. So when she was reluctant, it was with reluctance that he took her at her word.

She continued to shake and lose her clothes. The skirt came next, sliding down her legs with her shirt covering her nether region, until she swiveled and bent at the waist again.

He wondered if in her past life, she’d ever been an adult dancer, because the way she had her hand clamped over herself, covering all the naughty bits, you’d think she had experience. An ass shake later, and she closed the distance between them, then, staring into his eyes, she inched the shirt up over her belly, and freed her perfect breasts. They popped free of her blouse and shook just slightly.

“Stop,” he barked.

In a flash, he caught her at both elbows, with her blouse covering her head and her whole body on display for him. He’d trapped her there, and swiftly bent to begin licking at her neck and points south.

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned, “Ohh, Master.”

“You keep calling me that, and I’m going to start treating you like a slave,” he told her. “Now, don’t move.”

She chuckled, still blinded by her own clothes. “Start? You mean you haven’t uhhhh!”

He’d taken her by the hips, planted his mouth over her mound and started licking. He loved to get a feel and a taste at the same time, massaging her bubble butt and exploring every fold and bump available down here.

“That’s my job, Master,” she told him breathlessly, and quivered when he kept going.

They’d only known each other a month, and already she’d accepted his ownership over her. She’d more or less declared him her owner. She’d agreed to do everything he suggested, or ordered. She only ever paused to complain, but never questioned or outright denied him.

“You won’t cum until I say so,” he told her, and received an affronted groan in response.

Five minutes later, she was making high pitched little squealing noises of pleasure and teetering on the brink of falling over, since her arms and head were still tangled in the shirt. He held her lower back, which pressed his thumb against the base of her tail, and five minutes later, it became clear that this was her second clit. Between licking at the first one and pressing on the second one, she was close to full-on screaming. So another few minutes of that later, he broke away.

“Ohhhhh fuck,” she muttered.

“You want to cum?” he asked.

“Y-yes,” she managed. “Yes, Master.”

“Then come squat on Master’s cock. No hands.”

He laid down on the deck and laced his hands behind his head to watch the situation develop. Because she was on the verge of orgasm, she was literally shaking with horniness and need, but felt compelled to obey for whatever reason. When she straddled him and squatted, he got a wail of frustration when she couldn’t immediately get him inside her. After several other awkward, unsuccessful attempts, she whined her need at him, but he only shook his head.

Finally she got down into a missionary position, trapping him between their bodies, and slowly slid backwards util the head slid inside, stretched her out, then popped inside. Just an inch from her, he watched as relief, pleasure, and the satisfaction of success all flooded her face.

When she sat up, he thrust up into her. “Now,” he told her. Then the real fireworks began.

Rachel came with a scream of pleasure, tweaking her nipples with head thrown back. She came hard, whole body shuddering. Her cry of pleasure lasted a long time, but slowly dwindled to a long, continuous moan.

“Satisfied?” he asked, smiling, knowing the answer.

“Yessssss…”

“Then it’s time to get me off,” he said.

Ten minutes and three more orgasms later, she succeeded, pumping over the whole length of him until her thighs burned and she complained, then taking him from behind with him using the base of her tail as a sort of joystick.

Finally, he bent down over her back. “You choose. Inside or on your face?”

She didn’t respond, couldn’t, since she was in the midst of her fourth orgasm. She’d just been shouting and screaming, but now she was in the spent/shivering/silent part of the late climax. He just grunted, called out loudly, and dumped what felt like a huge load into her.

Seriously, ever since upping his Tough Attribute and his Cups and Spades skills, he had literally increased his load capacity. He knew this from the times he’d painted the faces of the other girls. He was producing more in a single load than he did in a week, or a month, of old earth Ash.

He was just better in every single way. If the world suddenly changed back, he would outrank basically any Olympian in every way possible, he figured. The trouble there was he would lose all these stat increases if they ever went back to earth as normal.

For a time, Rachel lay on him, leg up and arm down, fingers inside herself. She would occasionally bring two fingers up to her face, stare at what she’d scooped out, and slowly lick it off before repeating this process. She had an aura of complete contentment.

The call came out when Ash was well and truly spent. “Are you finished?” It was Lucifer.

From his place on his back, on the deck of the ship, he held up two thumbs, and was told to put on clothes. Although he wanted to play it up just a little heavier, he decided that his best friend deserved a dignified discussion. And that meant conversing without Ash hanging dong. So he ordered a snuggling submissive little pet to get her butt in gear and put on some clothes. She pouted for a second before obliging him, and struggling back into all the clothes she’d just removed a while ago.

Afterwards he also pulled on some pants, but left the shirt off. It was just soaked enough to make getting on a serious chore, and also there was the purpose of this conversation to consider.

Lucifer and Jezebel appeared, with Damien on his father’s shoulders, peering around at the twilit ship’s deck, and the fabulous view of the town below them.

“Ash,” he said, and made a face. The no-shirt thing wasn’t being received well, which he rather enjoyed.

Staves informed him that Lucifer had failed a check against him, Staves (Clever), and then Cups (Clever). Whatever his best friend wanted to know, he either had the wrong information, or the UI had just told him ‘your target is higher level than you, so you’ve failed’.

Jezebel, for her part, went for a smile, but he sensed the strain in it without the UI telling him she wasn’t comfortable. The UI did clarify that she wasn’t comfortable both with him like this, nor was she comfortable with the subject of the conversation they were about to have.

“Bro, you realize sound carries, right?” Lucy asked.

“Oh, yeah, of course,” Ash replied. “It’s been abundantly clear for some time.”

Lucy and Jez shared a look. Yes, he’d been able to hear them boning one another almost constantly, and from most places on the ship no less. He also knew because they came and placed Damien in the care of one of the girls whenever they needed some alone time. Which, based on how much they loved one another, was often.

He had heard them doing the deed as armadillos, Komodo dragons, hissing cockroaches, platypi, tigers, and stumbled across them tangled up on the cargo hold floor as octopuses one time. They had just carried on strangling one another as though everything might be normal… like perhaps the ship had taken on a pair of octopus stowaways when he wasn’t looking.

Except the Wind Runner was a sky ship, and these weren’t magical flying octopuses. They had done battle with flying octopuses, all right.

“This… I’m sorry Ash, but I don’t know if it’s working out.”

He knew exactly what they were talking about. It hadn’t been easy having them on board the ship. From the get go he’d had to watch his words.

“What do you mean?” Ash asked, already knowing. This discussion had been a while in coming. He was actually amazed it had taken so long to get to.

“I think…” Jezebel started, stopped, and started again with a sighed, “Fuck.”

“Fuck!” Damien chirped, waving his arms towards Ash. He reached out and had his finger caught in Damien’s teensy little hand. He smiled fondly, and a little sadly, down at the boy.

This was only the tiniest of reasons why this wasn’t working for anyone. A tiny, hilarious reason. He wasn’t sure Damien knew any words that weren’t swear words.

“How does he always do that?” Lucy suddenly cried out, started laughing, then caught that Jez wasn’t laughing, and trailed off as awkwardly as possible. “Okay, it isn’t easy to say this, but… well, Ash, there’s…”

“You want to find a place to settle down,” he said. “Not travel together. Cut ties. Put down roots.”


2- Big Promises

Friday, Day 56

They stared at him open-mouthed.

After a good few silent moments, Jezebel grew suspicious. “Have you been listening in on us—”

“Of course not. Though you are aware that I do have a Familiar you two love to pet. You do know Waffles is made of magic, don’t you?”

The golden retriever was currently at Ashley’s side right this moment, helping fight off a band of orcs. The normally placid golden retriever had his teeth clamped around an arm wielding an axe. He shook off the coppery taste of blood and brought his senses back to his own self.

“He’s literally a conduit back to me, so if you were talking around my dog, you were basically speaking directly to me.”

They shared another look, mortified.

“Which, I guess I need to add, I did not do.” Yeesh, did his friendship to them reset the moment the world went all fucky?

They both continued to regard him, Lucy with a faint smile teasing his lips, Jezebel nearing hostility, so he shrugged as if to tell them he hadn’t changed.

Which if he was being honest, was some bullshit. It was actually more like he’d been living as a cocoon for the first decades of his life plus several years, and suddenly he’d found himself as a butterfly. The only problem was, butterfly Ash had six legs and ten people constantly hanging from those legs.

Even now, Ashley was asking whether he could have Waffles shoot a Fireball out of his mouth to pave the way to the dungeon boss. Evie sighed, told her not to be ridiculous, and the pair waited for Netsu and Mizu to do what they did best: carve a swath of bloody destruction to their objective, with intermittent healing from Ashley.

“You know I love you, man, but after this… after all this happened, with the apocalypse and the sky ship, the bizarre death cult, the war between the gnomes and the goblinoids where we apparently died--“

“I watched you die,” Ash said flatly. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have brokered a deal with a godlike being to rewind time. Promise.”

“And that, right there,” Jezebel said, “that is the problem.”

“What? The saving your lives part?”

“The putting us in the line of direct harm part,” she responded.

“Ouch,” he said. “That hurt.”

“I mean, barring the fact that I don’t remember you saving our lives to begin with, you wouldn’t have had to save us if we hadn’t been in the situation created by you.”

Created by his power level, which was higher than theirs.

Ash bit back his retort and stopped himself from frowning. They weren’t being unreasonable, exactly. What they said wasn’t entirely untrue or wrong, but it would’ve been nice to get an ounce of appreciation for all he’d done for them.

“And barring the fact that we wouldn’t have to purify the towns and villages tainted by some Cthulhu god if we hadn’t been in the cult to begin with, it’s about Damien.”

“Hulu!” Damien said, and chuckled.

It wasn’t entirely about the toddler, though. He knew it, and they knew it, and he knew they knew it, and they knew he knew they knew. It was about doing their fair share. Right now, they could’ve been at the vanguard with the twins, Ashley and Evie, with the express purpose of leveling up. Right now, they could’ve contributed to the effort to pay off the ship, and amassing enough experience to contribute toward getting them out of danger whenever danger came calling.

Which happened distressingly often.

“We just need a break,” Jezebel said gently.

“I get it,” he said. “Really, I get it. I knew why you were here.” He’d just had very loud sex with Rachel with the express purpose of having this conversation happen, after all.

“We’re thankful that you came to the rescue back in the Nova Corridor situation,” Lucifer admitted, “and we’re happy to be on the ship, but we… I mean… we’re just people, Ash. Jez is a crafter and an influencer. I run an RPG shop and play video games.”

They could’ve been heroes.

“That’s all past tense,” he said, now actually confused.

“What?” Apparently they were just as, if not more confused than he was.

“There’s no more internet,” he said. “No more influencers. No cosplay. Unless you want to craft together some business suits and cosplay as the old world. You have to admit it, Lucy, this is the world now. I mean, I guess I could go find a warehouse somewhere, become an NPC, and stack boxes, but this is way better. So what you’re saying is, you used to be an RPG store manager and now you’re not. Nothing is the same, we’re all different.”

Except, strictly speaking, that was no longer true. In his inventory, Ash had something both mundane and truly special: a plastic spork. So far as he understood, it was the only item from the old earth that now existed in its original earth form again. Transformed from a wooden spoon, which had apparently been an earth spork some two months ago.

It then immediately morphed into a card, but not one like any he’d seen so far. The border and boxes were all different, as was the little symbol. Ash had played Gemheart, the collectible card game, mostly in its app form on his phone, and the developers released a new icon for each card set, and this was no different.

Spork

Item (common)

Durability: 1/1

Anchors the bearer in their home reality. Holding the spork creates an aura of home reality anchoring which extends to anyone within 2 meters of the bearer.

“A clever utensil for every low brow occasion.”

Ash wasn’t entirely sure what the description meant, durability aside. Durability made perfect sense; he could snap the thing with ease. As for the anchor part, from what he’d gathered, the new reality was also changing people. The cleric from the first town where He Who Slumbers manifested was two different people, trapped in the same body. He had been very confused over his role as a cleric, because he’d been a truck stop employee until just a month ago. Ash’s best guess was this thing kept him from being influenced that way.

And just for a second, the tiniest of moments, he had been tempted to give the spork to Ashley to see what happened. If he was right, she would stop having the traits of a halfling and an elf. Her mischievous side would fall away, and be replaced by the controlling, shifty, greedy, ultra horny opportunist she’d been back in Arizona. After all, the confirmation of what ‘anchors the holder in their home reality’ would be immediate, visceral, and clear. For him it was vague… he didn’t feel any different, really.

There was no way on God’s green earth he would do that, beginning with the fact that he didn’t want the old Ashley back. This new Ashley, the desperate hanger-on who would permit him to have a flock of girlfriends, was far better than the old. She was growing into her role as team healer, though her role right now was exhausted ritual chanter to clean up the demonic mess laying around this part of the world.

Also, it would mean revealing the spork to the others, and answering their questions about it. Which, no.

Add to that: he didn’t want it broken, he wanted the world anchoring power to himself, he didn’t want to lose himself to whatever was happening, and he didn’t want the girls to pressure him to go on a mad quest to either get them all sporks of their own, or turn the whole world back to its earth state… all these were great reasons not to give it up.

He had gotten it that way using some of the Devotion from his followers as a messiah figure for an evil god, so that wasn’t great. In point of fact, it was fucking terrible. However, he had figured out how to channel Devotion, so that made up for it a little.

There wasn’t enough to turn the whole world back to earth, but… really who was he kidding? He would never turn the world back, for at least two reasons. One, he was no longer in the service of an evil demon god thing, and two, he loved the way things were now. No, with the way things were right now, he was on top of the world. Sure there was danger, and sure people had died, but regular earth had death and danger aplenty, only without the amazing powers he’d gained. Plus, he could finally be the oversexed horny bastard he’d had hidden inside him for so long.

While he’d only been the oversexed horny bastard with his one earth girlfriend before, there was a new Ash in town, and that new Ash had a literal harem of gorgeous girlfriends.

Both Lucy and Jezebel stared in incomprehension for a second. It had to be his imagination, briefly seeing a look of admiration from Jezebel he’d never detected before. He decided that he hadn’t seen it, because there was no acting on it, even if that existed. She didn’t like him that way, had never liked him that way, and he had like eight women who liked him just fine, and seemed okay with sharing him.

Huge asterisk on Mizu and Netsu.

“Harsh,” Lucy said. Beside him, Jezebel was giving him a flat glare that broke his heart a little.

Harsh? Ash forced himself not to laugh bitterly in his best friend’s face. Harsh was living with a girl he didn’t particularly like, who was cruel and demanding, while the girl he’d always had a crush on chose his best friend instead. Harsh was Lucy and Jezebel moving to San Diego straight out of high school, leaving him in Colorado with his parents and his sister, and no other real friends to speak of. Harsh was watching them bank cash on a fucking Youtube channel, simply making stuff in their house. Harsh was watching them first buy a house, then a new car, then a second new car, then have a baby, while all he had was a shit apartment, a car with a perpetual oil leak, and not enough money to afford a windshield replacement, let alone other niceties.

Jezebel explained what he’d already figured out, gently giving him the news he didn’t need. “We just want to be safe, Ash.”

He nodded. “Just tell me where and how.”

They shared another look.

“You… you’ll just take us wherever we want?”

“Not at all,” he said, and their puzzlement intensified. “I’m going to take you wherever you want, I’m going to get into the guts of that place, figure out who’s really running things, make sure they’re fans of yours, and I’m going to engineer lands and titles for you. Whatever place you want to end up in, I’m not fucking around, you’ll be set for life.”

It wasn’t until later that he realized he was doing what he always did at times like these, and regret it a little, but for now he was just promising to do the very same thing he would do for anyone he cared about.

It wasn’t the D&D group situation he’d had in his mind when he set out to go rescue them. It wasn’t the grand fighting evil thing with his best friend and his best friend’s wife he’d hoped for, but really, he’d let his heart get in the way of his brain on this one. He should’ve known that they would collapse in on the baby and do anything and everything to protect him, including ditching Ash. He had known it all the time, but thought maybe there was a way to make it work. He wasn’t even too surprised that it wasn’t working and wouldn’t work. A little disappointed, but not surprised. And really, with the situation he was in with the ladies, this was probably for the best.

And after all was said and done, he didn’t regret going out to San Diego—the bizarre sci-fi hellscape that San Diego had become—to rescue them. He didn’t even regret saving their lives by indenturing himself to He Who Slumbers, for a host of different reasons. First of all, he’d saved all their lives by doing so. Second of all, he’d gotten Rachel in their party, which was a huge bonus. Zirennia was now leveling nearly as fast as he was, with her new ‘gain xp by reading’ ability card from Rachel. And third, he’d figured out that there was a way to convert the world to whatever he wanted.

All he had to do was become all powerful, and reap the belief of his puny followers.

Ash found himself smiling. It was half for the puny followers idea, and half for the quest that had appeared.

Quest: Settle Your Party Members. Not everything works out as we hoped. The best laid plans of mice and men and such. Find a suitable place for the Daniels family to set down roots: 0/1.

Reward: +Relationship rating with Lucifer, Jezebel and Damien, +consumable experience card, +rare class reward card for each quest participant, +further Quest options.

Do you wish to accept this quest? Y/N

Of course he accepted the quest.

From the looks on their faces, he knew they were seeing a similar quest confirmation. They turned appreciative looks his way, and for just a moment everything was exactly like it had been before this whole sorry nonsense. Of course, Jez was an elf, and Lucifer too, but the feeling of familiarity returned, at least for a moment. They couldn’t be the same cocky gamers they’d been before, and that was obvious now. It wasn’t about them, not really. It was about the kid.

“They’re just about finished with the ritual,” Ash said.

“Waffles?” Lucy asked.

“I mean, we can try, but I doubt they make them here any longer,” Ash replied.

“You… the dog, idiot!” Lucy said.

“He knows, dear, he’s just more of a dad right now than you are,” Jez said, rolling her eyes with her tone of voice alone.

***

While Ash grabbed the ship’s wheel, he quickly moved from the new quest over to his other major quest, ordained by the gods. His expression darkened with both the thought of being forced to take the quest, and the considerable amount of work they now had to do to put it behind them.

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

Obtain the method by which the taint of He Who Slumbers may be severed and banished. 1/1

Decipher the method of severing and banishing. 1/1

Eradicate the taint of He Who Slumbers: 2,501/3,465

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

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

Ash fought the urge to groan. Although they were doing all they could to tamp down on the demonic incursion into this world, the number of infected continued to grow. It seemed like they were playing catch up. They’d barely made a dent in the remaining tainted, and that number had only increased.

They were doing it though. Another town encircled and the taint purged. The circle would protect that town from further infection, or so Zirennia was claiming. The number of saved was rising, even as the number of tainted rose.

“We’re headed in,” he said.


3- Doing The Splits

Dealing with his UI situation was never a slow thing. It happened at the speed of thought, and while it wasn’t possible in combat, he could read and handle pop ups, quests, notifications much faster than at a computer, where reading took time.

Congratulations! It has taken some doing, but you’ve really made this randy member of your crew into a complete sex slave. Who knew you could so thoroughly own somebody? Maybe you could master this user interface like you’ve mastered Rachel’s heart. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Relationship rewards: +2 points, +200 xp applied to your classes

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

*Repeated sex with this partner: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card

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

*Prolonged teasing: 5,000 xp + 1 rare reward card

*Indulging your partner’s kink: 5,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card

Total: 14,000 xp, 1 rare and 4 uncommon reward cards (200 xp applied equally to both classes)

He read over the message again, once more wondering who was writing the script for these messages. If it was a person, that made sense, but a horny system? Weird.

“Prolonged teasing, huh?” he mused. And the reward for it was better than all the standard stuff, both in xp terms and in rarity.

The 2 measly Relationship points was a tad disappointing but not really surprising. The Relationship rewards with the girls were slowing to a crawl.

“Mmm, crawl,” he muttered, resolving to make Rachel do that next. He wanted to see her ass shake, each cheek rise and fall slowly. He wondered whether her tail would do the typical cat thing, and swish back and forth interestedly.

Rachel here had him at a Close Friend, with 67 points, two points away from the magic number. He’d only broken a hundred with Ashley, and now the point gains were one each time if he was lucky. A lot of times he got bupkis, even after working on making her happy or being kind to her. On the flip side, it was now pretty easy to ignore something she said or respond carelessly and get dinged for a negative point or two. Just like in regular video games, the curve had gotten steeper, and everything was taking much more time.

The xp he could spend on skills and stats was also slowing, and that wasn’t surprising as much as it was frustrating. He had less interest now in running out and finding a whole slew of new partners to have sex with, since he never felt comfortable with one night stands. Ash hated the awkwardness of the next morning, when clothes and hair were rumpled, and questions were being asked. Do I want to see this girl again? Does she want to see me? Where are my socks? I hate putting on yesterday’s dirty socks. Where is everything in the kitchen? Are we even having breakfast together or am I getting kicked out?

And this was sort of how he ended up with the first girl to make him breakfast while he was sleeping off the hangover, who also immediately invited him into the shower for a next-day clean up and shower sex.

Wind Runner needed a shower stall, he thought, as he pocketed the xp and the reward cards. Nowadays they were sometimes spawning cards he both needed and could use, and some that were definitely aimed at the party. He hadn’t gotten a single Druid card, which rankled him a little, but was beginning to make sense.

Harem Laird, the latest incarnation of Hareminatrix, more and more seemed to know what the party needed, and produce that. They were still uncommon cards, and most of those in the girls’ decks were now rare and above, but the girls were also grabbing reward cards. Some of them were commons and uncommons they needed, which could be melded together with the rewards he was stockpiling. The results were making his party stronger, but it was taking time.

He got a good look at his five rewards.

The first, a Bard ability, You Know What, gave him the choice to boost one skill equivalent to his highest level skill, once per day, but otherwise did nothing in combat. Although this seemed useless on its face, he realized it would fulfill a Bard ability slot without taking up space in his action deck during combat, and that in and of itself was far more useful than having the War Drums card. His skills were all pretty high level, but he had Diamonds at Expert level 10, which was far higher than Clubs or Coins, for instance. He kept it aside for that reason.

Second, he received a consumable summon, his first ever. This one was called Alluring Apparition, which was a sort of spirit. This thing had near unlimited hit points and would use a Charming and Cups or Hearts-based distraction at Grandmaster level 1, for ten minutes.

This stopped him in his tracks. This thing was only uncommon? Really? It seemed like consumable cards were far more potent than ones you could reuse over and over, which made sense. Grandmaster level!

Unfortunately, the mesmerism effect would end if any subject was attacked or harmed. This made it an excellent getaway, for one. Ash could also see using it to get out of snap decision mode, and cast a bunch of auras and buffs like Dragon’s Blood, so he could get his Dragonscale armor and endless supply of Fireballs as soon as possible.

Okay that one was a keeper.

The next shone with holofoil, but was just another copy of Telekinesis. Not useful. He put it in a sell pile.

The last uncommon was an item: a Hat of Spellcasting. The hat itself only covered him for two points of armor, but boosted his mana pool by 5% and his mana regeneration rate by 10%.

While he wasn’t against using items, especially this one for the effects, the hat itself was a hideous purple and yellow thing, bulbous and tall. It didn’t even have runes, but instead yellow stars and crescents. It was like something out of a children’s book of wizards.

As for his one and only rare, he got Chain Lightning.

Chain Lightning

Rare, Spell

Use high mana to throw a thick bolt of lightning at your enemies, which splits out of the first enemy to strike any other enemy target within 5 meters. The chain damage is 50% of the original 10-70. After the first strike, it has a 50% chance to chain to further untouched enemies within 5 meters, for 50% of the second damage. This chain effect stops if the damage is resisted or goes below 5 damage.

All targets have a 30% chance to be stunned for 1-2 rounds, or 6-12 seconds. Resistance means halving the duration.

The range of the originating strike is 30 meters.

Stunned: condition. The afflicted cannot move or use abilities from action decks for the duration.

A few things he had figured out by now were very evident: one, fire spells just did more damage than all other types. Two, lightning spells had a theoretical higher damage limit than fire, but also a much lower minimum. Three, lightning spells had the capability to stun opponents. Some fire spells had burning as a way to continue dealing damage, but some didn’t. Tsunami had the ability to knock enemies prone, but ice spells gave a slow condition.

For the first time, Ash hesitated to add a really good spell to his deck. His action deck was getting bloated, and he’d already come up against a situation in which he drew an entire series of cards that were no good in the present situation. His Bard selection wasn’t just bad, it was dangerous against a powerful enemy and a bad draw. And while this card would tilt the odds slightly in favor of powerful combat spells, he wanted to redo his entire deck, adding the absolute minimum of Bard abilities and perhaps getting another copy of his Blood set to make sure they came up more often.

Face twitching with indecision, he finally put Chain Lightning in his inventory, with cards to keep or possibly sell. Then he went back to the job of getting Wind Runner into a newly-purified town.

The beautiful thing about Wind Runner was that he could just about pilot her with a thought. All he had to do was grab the ship’s wheel and the sails all trimmed themselves. The rudder moved without him really reefing on the wheel one way or another.

That was, perhaps, the second or third beautiful thing, actually. The ship grew, and might continue to grow if he had need of more space, armaments, speed, etc. Magic had really outdone itself with the Wind Runner, despite the fact that he had payments to make on the bloody thing, and bounty hunters trying to track him down and repossess her out from under him.

She rose smoothly out of the clearing and up over the nearby town, where Ashley and the others were now in the midst of such a roar of cheering he could hear it already, from nearly a mile away. Soon enough they had a berth at a properly-shaped outbuilding on the town’s outskirts, above a warehouse for purposes of loading and unloading her, and not far from a tavern for purposes of rest and relaxation.

When Ashley, Evie, Zirennia and the twins returned to the ship, one, Rachel had roused herself from her position on the ship’s bow and gotten herself presentable. Two, Lucifer and Jezebel had headed back to their quarters to handle the cursing Damien, who seemed to have only picked up swear words. Three, the girls immediately joined him at the bow, where a large open space probably could’ve used some kind of deck gun.

“Aria?” Evie asked.

“She headed down into town to make sure we had provisions for after the ritual was done,” he said. “Don’t worry, she waited at the town gates until the ritual was over.” Nobody wanted to have one of theirs trapped in the town if things went wrong.

Somehow the girls had warmed up to Aria almost immediately. Although she claimed to be nearly sixty, and had lots of anecdotes and dated pop culture references to back that up, she wore the body of a goblin in her mid-twenties. The very curvy body. It was almost as nice as Ashley’s. The bizarre nature of their situation had not mattered when it came to bedding down; Aria was eager to use her voluptuous, green-skinned little body to rock his world. It also hadn’t mattered in how the other girls accepted her, which was a relief. Aria quickly set herself to the tasks of keeping the ship fed, and did a wondrous job of it, and also keeping the ship clean. This was accepted with less enthusiasm, because it meant handing the girls a mop and bucket, pointing, and giving orders.

Here was another thing that had happened once Aria joined the ship’s crew: they’d stopped having Random Encounters on the ship every half hour. Aria was an NPC, a non-player character, which made a certain amount of sense in a video game, and much less sense when you were skimming her panties down her thighs or congratulating her on a meal well cooked. Essentially this meant she wasn’t here for the combat. NPCs here were quest crafters, and generally stuck in a single location, though Aria was now proof this wasn’t always the case. They were nigh indestructible, unless they got it in their heads to destroy you. After that, they changed directly into PCs, which had happened with a magic items shop down in Mexico.

and the UI had informed him that he could turn this on and off at will. If they wanted to be ambushed by pterodactyls or trolls on hover bikes or whatever, he could flip that switch. For now they had enough on their plates with scrubbing the demonic taint (gross) and dealing with Lucifer and Jezebel.

Hell, he hadn’t even gotten to find out how to save his own parents.

“I need to take a break from the team,” he said, and was met with a whole lot of confusion and wide eyed stares. “I know, I’m sorry. I hadn’t meant to drag all of you into this, and force you to follow my every move. I’m so grateful for all you’ve done for me this far, and how much help you’ve been… facing all the dangers, helping survive, putting up with times when I’ve failed you.”

“Failed us?” Evie seemed genuinely confused.

“You may or may not recall how I became the messiah to an evil demon cult by accident in order to save all your lives.”

She waved a dismissive hand and made a raspberry noise. “Oh, pffffffft that little thing.”

“It wasn’t little,” Netsu grumbled.

“You have no place to complain,” Mizu snapped, and her sister flinched. The gray stone of Netsu’s face cracked and magma showed through, though she was no longer crying tears of lava.

“I’ve got stuff going on. You’ve potentially also got stuff going on. I’m okay with parting ways, honest.”

And the quest to purge the land of He Who Slumbers. Will of the Divine was pressing, mostly because it would take longer, the longer they put it off.

“No,” Ashley said. “I stay with you.”

“I stay with you too,” Evie proclaimed defiantly.

Aria seemed nonplussed at the pronouncement. “This operation you’ve got is great. I’m glad I missed the part where you ran around spreading evil, but now that I’m away from my town, I’m far happier. Plus, the sex is pretty great.” The goblin looked around at the rest of them, perhaps gauging their reactions, or perhaps to gather allies for some fight she was about to launch. “I say we all stick together, or else agree to meet back up at a specific place and time.”

“You don’t have loved ones you need to find and or rescue?” he asked.

Aria shrugged. “You know as well as I do that whatever effect you have is going to wear off the longer we’re apart.”

He had considered this. “I think if you bring the ship back to me, it will refresh.”

“Probably not long enough for me to get all the way to South Carolina after my kids and grandkids,” she said, again shrugging. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

He wasn’t. “We can make it our next stop after my parents and resettling Lucifer and Jezebel.”

“There are communication stones,” Zirennia said. “We can get hold of them and try to call your kids.”

Aria laughed. “Wouldn’t do any good, would it? They wouldn’t remember me unless the game system kept us as family members in game. I don’t know if they’re all goblins or not.”

“Oh,” Zirennia was genuinely upset at this. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Aria shrugged. “Don’t bother me none. If they’re any other species, that’s just fine with me. I raised em, fed em, housed em and cleaned up after em for damn near thirty years before cuttin’ em loose. If anything they should’ve come looking to save me, and share all their adventure gold with their mother.”

She reconsidered. “I would like to see my grandkids, though.”

“Grandkids it is,” he told them.

“Most important is keeping myself,” Aria went on, and nods came through from Evie, Netsu, Mizu, and Zirennia. “Whatever you have that lets me remember who I was, I want that.”

Netsu might have said something, but the water girl slapped her sister on the shoulder and got another flinch out of the deal. Since the revelation, Netsu’s demeanor had changed completely, and she wasn’t the same driven, headstrong lava monster girl as the one he’d met. In her place was a twitching, anxious thing now more exposed lava than stone or obsidian, holding one arm to her side and casting her eyes to the floor.

“You?” he asked Rachel.

“I stay with you,” she said.

“Then this is the plan.” He stared at each of them in turn. “We need Ashley working on the demon taint situation. I’d like Zirennia to stick around as technical advisor, and Evie to engineer the magic circle around any towns or areas with troublesome infestations of demonic energy. Mizu and Netsu should assist with containment, if it means combat. Aria should stick with the ship in order to keep Random Encounters to a minimum.”

He took a deep breath. “That means Rachel, Lucy, Jezebel, and the baby are coming with me. Waffles too. The first thing we should do in any new place is get a speaking stone that will allow long distance communication… or accept a quest that reunites you with me. Unless people have objections.”


4- I Need a Big Motivation

Ashley appeared on the verge of tears. Her big heaving bosom did its heaving, revealing an absolute ton of cleavage.

“I don’t want you to go,” she said, already choked up.

This was the same girl who’d come home drunk one time and told him that, at the night’s work get together, she’d been propositioned by no less than three guys who wanted into her pants, but she only wanted that Ash all up in her. Then his drunk girlfriend, who was nearly his height and only five kilos lighter than he was proceeded to get what she wanted, regardless of any protests he might or might not have.

This girl here, with her long elf ears, short stature, clerical robes pure white and opened to reveal a low cut, frilly blouse and flowing skirt that ended halfway down her thighs, and finally the white stockings ending just shy of the skirt, so a hint of her tanned skin showed through. Tiny, vulnerable, and now emotional to boot.

“I know you don’t,” he told her. None of the others had complained, and were now setting about getting the ship ready for the demon expedition, and getting the wing harnesses ready for Ash’s expedition. Their huddle done, they broke and headed for the ship.

For Ash and Ashley though, they were in the awkward position of having her lose her shit.

“I’ll be back in a few days,” he said. “Maybe just one.”

“You saved me from the kobolds,” she said. “And the zombie dungeon. And the owlbears.”

“I’m sensing a pattern here.”

Advancing on him, she finally reached out and tentatively grabbed onto his pants. In Ash’s mind, she was half a meter taller and shoving him back on the couch while her slinky dress puddled around her feet. It was soon revealed she’d had a plug-in vibrator the whole night. Right here and now, that same girl wasn’t even prepared to touch him without permission.

“And then the bandits who were supposed to ambush us after that. The others didn’t take care of that; you did.”

“I understand,” he said.

“The others didn’t use their telekinesis spell to put everyone on the ground when we were falling to our deaths.”

“I get it,” he said, and bent to wrap her in a tight embrace, then lifted her easily off the ground. After all, she couldn’t weigh more than fifty kilos soaking wet. He could lift that much over his head and carry it around half the day, built like he was now.

“I…” she whispered, clearly having trouble drawing breath. “I love you, Ash.”

He was no longer certain she was just saying that to stay in his good graces and in his adventuring party. The Relationship meter told him they were really close, as far as she was concerned. They sat right now just above Lovers/Best Friends.

“Listen,” he muttered. His hands now supported her by her butt, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. “This is important, so listen close.”

She was already slowly grinding her crotch against him, but she told him she would listen. He tried to ignore the heat soaking into his fingers from where they sank into her bubble butt, near the junction of her thighs.

“I will absolutely take you with me,” he started, and when she froze, he continued in a rush, “I will take you if, and only if, you decide you want to stay with my parents and with Lucy, Jezebel, and their kid.”

The shock and dismay caused her to pull away fast enough that she almost overbalanced. She lost her hold around his neck, but grabbed onto his loose woolen shirt, staring at him in incomprehension.

“If you want safety, you’ll have it.”

“I want you,” she whined, and once again slowly ground herself against his waist.

He grinned. “If that’s what you want, you can have that one more time before we leave.” She had always had an effect on him, from their very first hyper sexual first encounters until the whole apocalypse happened. Her transformation into an orc hadn’t changed things, and now her transformation into a half-elf half-nellwyn hadn’t changed things.

“Wait…” she said, but couldn’t seem to stop her slow, circular grinding of her hips against him. “I want… unh.”

“What is it you want?” he asked, and slowly pulled her down against his growing, pants-covered erection.

“Ohhh fuck,” she muttered.

He chose the central town temple to do exactly that. With Improved Telekinesis, he could lift the two of them in a magic fist and deposit them on the roof of the town’s highest building for only about two thirds of his entire mana reserves. It wasn’t a difficult spell, but the longer it was held, the crazier the mana cost became. This casting involved him lifting them over an entire town, a good thousand feet up, and murmuring sweet nothings to her while enjoying the feeling of flight. For several mana-draining minutes. He played it off like it wasn’t a big deal, but was astonished that he’d been able to handle the ship and all the people aboard it.

Ashley was in awe. Her mouth hung open and she stared at the landscape shrinking below them, then cooed in appreciation when they touched down on the temple’s precipice.

“Babe,” he said quietly. “You’re the only one who can do this ritual right now. You’ve done it perfectly twice. Now we only need to do it a few more times before we’ve locked this demon away for good. And if what you need is a little motivation, I’ll give it to you.”

“I need a big motivation,” she told him breathlessly, with a little bit of that old Ashley vigor.

The current Ash had the muscle power to lift Ashley’s entire body up even with his face, so that she now sat on his shoulders. Likewise he had no trouble tearing her panties in half and inhaling the scent of her.

Ash’s Attuned senses and his Wands skill were advance enough for him to be able to smell and taste her magic. He could see it, too, a smooth almost pure white like a radiant sun made of vanilla ice cream. Her taste was far more complex than that, since she was a complex person, but he got his tongue between her lower lips and began using it like she had commanded him dozens of times.

If there was one thing Ash knew, it was how to get his girlfriend off. More importantly, she hadn’t been with him over the last few days. They’d been concentrating on dealing with this demonic corruption, and right now she was extra easy to get riled up. She grew wet immediately, and grabbed onto his hair while arching her back and clamping onto his head with her thighs. Distantly, he could hear her muffled cries of ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’

The card he now used constantly, Not a Fighter, gave him the correct body for pleasing a sexual partner. He had experienced a diamond hard, obsidian cock, turning completely into water to get farther inside Mizu than anyone thought possible, and now this. He had never before gotten his tongue this far up into Ashley. Her cries went from passionate to amazed in a heartbeat, while his nose rubbed at her clit and his tongue went further than any tongue had been before.

“Yes yes yes!” became “Fuck fuck fuck!” became no words at all, just a breathless keening as she immediately came. Her thighs spasmed around his head, her hands tightened in his hair, and she orgasmed with enough force to make him wonder if her body was trying to pull out his tongue.

It wasn’t just longer, either. His tongue had far more girth than ever before, broad and flat like a paddle, or a crocodile’s enormous tongue. It flexed and titillated all of her inner parts, tickling against her cervix.

She came again almost immediately after coming off the first one, but soon shuddered less and slumped down on top of his head, exhausted from the spasms.

“I’m glad you enjoyed that,” he said.

“How did you—” she said sleepily, but her eyes shot open a moment later when he pulled her hips up and drove down into her. Her wet heat enveloped him, tight for the first few strokes.

She got into it now, too, rising up on her hands and shoving back against him.

She looked so pure, and yet so lewd at the same time, with her clerical robes streaming off her back and arms, her blouse just a hint of transparency, her pure white stockings dirtied by the rooftop, and her plump ass on full display for him. For a time, he simply watched his cock disappear into her over and over again, watched her ass bounce against him and listened to her give herself over to the pleasure he provided. There was no telling how long they stayed that way, simply thrusting and moaning, sometimes Ashley sucking on his fingers, other times reaching back to rub at her clit.

“I can’t… believe… we’re on… the temple,” she gasped. “Doing this…”

“Do you want to stop?” he asked, with no intention of doing so.

“N-n-no,” she managed, then gasped again when he swatted her left cheek. The wobble was delightful, so he smacked her left cheek to match. The whole time, she shoved her pussy back into him, to get more and more of him inside, to stretch herself out, and to keep that delirious pleasure coming.

“Spank me again?” she asked, timidly, and cried out when he gave her another playful swat. After two more, she started to sound like she was ready to orgasm a third time, so he brought her up against his chest and got at her nipples. Tweaking and twisting, he kept humping up into her, and this time kissed and licked her most sensitive spot: right behind the ear.

“Ohh fuck,” she mumbled, and reached the verge.

Her submission to him, and the way her pussy clasped at him sent him over the edge as well. His stats helped him hold it in though.

“I’m gonna cum,” he panted, “on your face.”

She mewled and nodded, then turned toward him when he slid out. The change in her couldn’t have been more pronounced, with Ashley obligingly opening her mouth and closing her eyes, face flushed from a string of orgasms, hands and knees dirty, hair disheveled. And now sticking out her tongue when the first ropes of his seed fell across her face. He grunted and came, and came, and came.

He came enough that she had enough to swallow a mouthful and he still wasn’t done. He came enough that she tried to clear her face and ended up just smearing it around instead. It required her to use the sleeve of her pure clerical blouse before she could open her eyes again.

“Now,” he said. “That will tide you over until I get back, okay?”

She chuckled. “That did feel like several weeks’ worth of cum.”

“It totally did,” he said, grinning.

“Goodness gracious, Ash. What’s happening to you?”

Another non-Ashley thing to say. The old Ashley would’ve used the word ‘cunt’ at least once in that exclamation.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Nothing bad, that’s for sure. Now let’s get you down and partying with these adoring townsfolk.”

“Only if you party with me,” she said.

He stared down at her, still with a bit in her hair, and smiled. “All right.”

***

While they walked and made small talk, he reviewed the rewards from their lovemaking.

Congratulations! Love. Is there anything quite like it? It can start wars, render men dumb, and elevate other men to heights of heroism undreamt of. And while this round wasn’t quite as romantic as it could’ve been, it was with someone who loves you. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Relationship rewards: +1 point, +100 xp applied to your classes

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

*Repeated sex with this partner: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card

*Partner’s orgasm: 4,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card (repeated orgasms triggers extra xp)

*Sex with love: 25,000 xp +2 rare reward cards, +1 double rare reward card tied to your classes#

Total: 31,000 xp, 1 double rare, 2 rare and 3 uncommon reward cards (100 xp applied equally to both classes)

#This reward may only appear once for any given partner

Ash almost stopped and had a whole long line of revelers crash into him. Down on the street a bit later, it didn’t seem like there was a single problem with Ashley having dirt on her knees or a bit of mussed up hair. Waffles appeared out of the amulet of a waffle he wore around his neck, and padded around the celebrating town together. He was a magnet for good cheer and boisterous children, who looked with adoring, questioning eyes up at Ash. They were then thrilled with the knowledge they could pet the golden retriever.

Ashley stuck by his side every step of the way, holding his hand, wrapped around his forearm, or riding piggyback. He could’ve had her on his shoulders, but knew it would lead to yet another vigorous sex session.

In the meantime he stared at the message, dumbfounded. Fifty… thousand? And a double rare reward card! Incredible. He wanted to check out exactly what it was, but also out of a sense of obligation to the woman who’d just granted it to him, wanted to hear what she had to say.

“Why did you choose a dog?” Ashley asked, directly in his ear, breaking him out of his reverie. “You could’ve gone with anything.”

“What do you suggest?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Something that flies and can give you a bird’s eye view?”

“Not something that makes absolutely everyone love me?”

“I see your point,” she responded, as another trio of children shouted ‘thanks Mister!’ and scratched his doggo’s tum tum.

The world had gone fucky in a very brief period of time, and Waffles was one good example of how something good, pure and normal could help tip the scales back towards normal. He didn’t want them to go all the way back; moving boxes around wasn’t the most satisfying or fulfilling job, nor was it the best paying. However, some remnants of the world-that-was made him feel good. So far, the list of those remnants included dogs.

It was a short list. He might add lasagna to that list, and would certainly have added hot showers, but this world had magic, and hot baths were a thing.

“He is awfully cute,” she murmured in his ear. “Very much like his daddy.”

He smiled. “Thanks, babe.”

“I love you,” she whispered, and from her position riding piggyback, surged up to give him several kisses on the back of the neck.

Everyone in town was simply thrilled to have their loved ones back and not under the thrall of a demonic overlord. They were thrilled to have their old lives back. Dancing, random fireworks spells, singing, music, and bouts of laughter were all on display. People were drinking all the beer in all the taverns, and it showed.

Ash was able to find all the girls in the midst of the celebrations, and give them the bear hugs, high fives and smiling kisses he needed to send them off. He explained the plan to all of them and told each to inform the others if they ran into one another.

With that, it was party time.


5- Certainly A Mouthful

Ash was of two minds about this double rare reward card. On one hand, she had confessed to loving him, and the UI had given him something pretty astonishing and good for him. On the other hand, he hadn’t said the words in return. Ashley… wasn’t everything to him. He certainly cared about her, enough that he didn’t simply toss her aside when the apocalypse hit.

She had been dead weight for a long time, before he helped get her back on her feet, and she still wasn’t completely there. Although she was a healer, she was also a Cleric who had the potential to be incredible at several different aspects of gameplay. If she mastered those, and that would mean taking her role more seriously, she could be an incredible asset to his adventuring team. He didn’t think she would reciprocate whatever level of effort he put into making that happen.

She did love to be with him, and mostly loved the umbrella of safety he provided. Or the suit of armor. Or rather, the suite of spells killing off anything that came close.

But he felt guilty for not loving her, and being rewarded for capitalizing on her love. It didn’t seem like a fair deal, him getting so much experience and so many awesome rewards.

He had to temper that knowledge with the surety that one fact alone was true: if she stayed with him, and she really seemed to want that, he had no choice but to protect her. It meant getting hold of all the high powered items, all the upgraded skills and attributes, and the best cards for his action deck, and mastering them in an awful hurry, because the dangers weren’t getting smaller. She loved him. She wanted the best for him. He needed the best in order to keep her in one piece.

A seed of doubt still niggled its little roots into his conscience, telling him he’d gotten the better end of the deal. After all, he had seven other girls to have sex with, and Ashley seemed completely okay with that fact.

Ash’s double rare reward for making Ashley love him turned out to be an item card. Prismatic Harmonious Cape certainly was a mouthful.

Prismatic Harmonious Cape

Item (masterpiece)

Durability: 120/120

Usable only by a Sorcerer/Bard with a Journeyman level 3 in each class.

This item has several effects:

1- 3 Part Harmony: Cards are always drawn at a 3:1 rate, favoring your dominant class.

2- Overflowing: Once per day, you may expend this cloak’s charge to completely refill your mana and stamina. Other abilities this cloak has will cease to function until the next sunrise.

3- Melodious Casting: Once per day, a Sorcerer spell may be cast as Special Abilities of the Bardic type. If a song, poem, or musical accompaniment is included in the casting, use Stamina to cast, and increase the targeting to all within hearing range.

4- Power Strum: Once per day, a Bardic ability may be cast as a Spell of the Sorcerer type. Use mana to cast, losing the requirement for a song, poem, or musical accompaniment to follow.

5- Regenerative Durability: This item slowly regenerates lost durability. Note: it does not regenerate from zero durability.

6- Sharp Dressed: Your Charming and Attuned attributes are considered one level higher while worn. Your Hearts and Wands skills are considered one level higher while worn. These values are not reflected in the Random Encounter chances.

“Holy,” he said, and had to ask Ashley to repeat what she’d said. It turned out she only wanted him to buy her an elephant ear. He did, distracted by all the different possibilities. To target ‘all within hearing range’ was potentially a game changer. He could see a lot going wrong with that, unless he was alone and outnumbered by enemies. It would turn his Tsunami or Fireball into a board wipe if he was able to use it properly. The stricture about having to add a poem, song bit or play music to make it work was not awesome. He’d had several of his Bard abilities cut off because he couldn’t get the music out. He’d actually never used one of his deck cards, the War Drums one, because of that very reason.

Although… he could now see using War Drums with the Power Strum ability from this cloak. Or any of the others that required him to sing or say words to activate. He was kind of excited to use War Drums for the first time now. He’d forgotten what it was supposed to do, and he promised himself he’d look it up on the way out to his parents.

All in all this was an excellent addition to his repertoire. It messed with his action deck, with the Three Part Harmony ability, in exactly the way he needed to. He had had too many situations where he drew too many useless Bard abilities and not the right Sorcerer spell.

Disregarding the image, he immediately channeled a little mana into the card and manifested the cape around his shoulders. He did feel a little Lando, since it was a half cape that only reached his butt, and he did feel a little Pride March, since the interior shimmered with rainbow colors when he moved. The back, however, had a cool lute crossed with a Fireball in fine embroidery, done with silver thread, on a field of royal blue.

He still had two other rare cards. One was called Echoing Encore.

Echoing Encore

Rare, Special Ability

Use extreme stamina and a flourish to replicate the last ability or spell you just cast. Other requirements (song, musical accompaniment, mana cost, or etc). The effect is considered a special ability of the Bard type, but is otherwise unchanged.

He could get on board with that. It went right in the deck.

He then went into his action deck and had a look, cursing himself.

Current Action Deck

Sorcerer

Solar Shot (RR)

Celestial Burst (RR)

Harem Laird (UR)

Fireball (R)

Tsunami (R)

Sorcerer’s Blood (R)

Dragon’s Blood (R)

Boiling blood x2 (R)

Rejuvenating Aura (U)

Improved Telekinesis (RR)

Arcane Lance (R)

Elemental Barrier (R)

Bard

Radiant Song (U)

Shared Purpose (R)

Not a Fighter (UR)

Little Ditty (U)

Heavy Metal (U)

Rhythm of the War Drums (U)

Inspiring Song (U)

Jack Be Quick (R)

Echoing Encore (R)

Total cards: 22

He needed to get another reconfigure on his deck soon, because it was becoming bloated. The new cape might regulate the fact that he had too many cards without much purpose, but twenty-two was not great. If he was only drawing a single Bard ability at a time, it was unlikely he’d get the one he wanted for some time. At nine cards, it was barely 40%, which was the minimum qualifier for multiclassing as a Bard. However, he would only have a one in nine chance to get the card he wanted at any given time, while in combat.

The other rare was another crossover that was also great, Sorcerous Song.

Sorcerous Song

Rare, Special Ability (Aura)

Spend high stamina and a song or musical accompaniment to boost mana pool by 100 mp, and increase mana regeneration by 50% for the next five minutes. Enemies in the aura space have their resistances lowered by 5-25%, depending on resistance checks.

His Harem Laird, inarguably the best card in his repertoire, boosted the effectiveness of any auras he had. If this worked as he hoped, the resistance penalty for enemies would shoot through the roof.

The last rewards, the uncommons, he had a look at but two were duplicates of things he already had at higher rarity and the third wasn’t great. He was growing suspicious of any Bard ability that required a song to be sung or music to be played. He didn’t like being disrupted and having the ability fail to go off. This was the major drawback of being one of the tanky members of the group. What he really needed was as shield maiden.

He donned his slightly questionable cape and got a good reaction out of the first person he saw. Granted, it was Aria, the horny cougar of a goblin with a permanent knowing smirk and who was a smidge over a meter in height. The green-haired, green-skinned sex pot sidled up to him with a low whistle.

“What?”

“That’s a nice cape, sugar,” she said. “Momma could get used to having a boy toy with expensive clothes.”

He laughed.

“You might just go from sugar to sugar daddy,” she said.

“I’d need money for that,” he lamented. Actually, he did need to sort out the situation with his sky ship, and make sure another repossession team didn’t come looking for it while he was away. And he certainly didn’t want the same repossession team coming looking for them while he was away, because they might’ve taken their beating seriously.

They probably didn’t give a flying fuck that he’d saved them from being slaves to a demon lord forever and ever. They were much more likely to be pissed off that they failed at their job and were schooled by essentially a single Sorcerer with the jump on them.

He sighed.

“What’s that, sugar?”

“One more stop before it’s party time,” he said.

He and Aria met up at the tavern which was to be the rally point for spent or drunk girls. She’d been riding on his shoulders for a good part of the journey, stroking his hair and chatting amiably about some of the things her grandkids had gotten up to before the apocalypse. Apparently they were tormenting Aria’s children as much as her children had once done to Aria herself. In the cyclical way of the world, they had grown up just like their mother, or in the case of Stacey, the opposite of their mother, and all the problems she had warned them of, she was now watching happen to her kids. It was, if she was to be believed, glorious fun.

“Thank you,” she told him.

He massaged her calf muscles while she rode on his shoulders, and occasionally snuck a hand back to squeeze her ample butt cheek. “What for?”

“You gave me myself back,” she told him.

The spork.

“I felt it going,” she said. “But the longer I was here, the more Aria I became. Did you know my name used to be Phyllis?”

He shook his head, and that gave him the opportunity to lick the inside of one thigh. She giggled.

“You can change your name back if you like,” he said.

“Nah. I like this new person. I like the new surroundings. And I gotta say, it’s liberating to be able to say I wanna have a big fat cock shoved deep in my itsy-bitsy widdle pussy.”

He choked and nearly doubled over, which would’ve pitched him off her. Laughing, he said, “Aria, could you warn a guy before you’re going to spout that kind of language?”

“Nope,” she said smugly.

“Fair,” he replied, and shrugged big enough to make her cry out.

“Are you looking to have your widdle hole stuffed full?” he asked.

“I’d say no, but I’m fifty-seven years old and you’re about to head out on an adventure that will make my mind retreat back into being Aria for good. So… I’m gonna say yes. I want that log you’ve got in your pants to make me cry ‘timber’.”

This time he grabbed her off his shoulders and hugged her tight while taking a knee from the laughter.

“Watch this,” she said.

Quest: Rock Aria’s World. This little goblin wants a goodbye present, and for this goblin, that means screaming herself hoarse while impaled on your cock. Make Aria orgasm: 0/1

Reward: +Relationship rating with Aria. +the satisfaction of a job well done

Optional side quest: Prove to Aria you’re man enough to leave and return in a few days. 0/1

Reward: unknown

Do you wish to accept this quest? Y/N

Ash chuckled and accepted the quest. A part of him really loved that she was some hybrid of PC and NPC. The benefits: quest giving, and more importantly, suppressing Random Encounters.

They’d passed several couples in the town holding hands and making eyes at one another, but they’d also passed a handful of silhouetted shapes in alleys making out, and one silhouetted figure bobbing a head at the other’s midsection. Aria pulled on his ear, but he didn’t stop. They were near the tavern, and he wasn’t about to join dirty back alley sex when there was a nice, clean room all ready for him.

Aria’s thighs flexed around his neck. “Hmmm we could’ve stayed and watched those two… or those other two.”

“I thought you wanted some of your own.”

“Hurry then. I need it bad.”

The tavern welcomed them in with the warm glow of lamps and candles, the inviting aromas of beer, baking bread, bubbling stew, and fresh fruit. Like before, a few of the tables were occupied by couples necking, and one of them actively groping her partner from where she was straddling him.

“How about those two?” she asked, and her tongue slithered around his ear.

He reached back and cupped her ass in response, pressing two fingers against the juncture of her butt cheeks, just covered by a thin layer of panties. She wriggled in response, and he shoved those panties aside to run his fingers over her lower lips.

“You’re not a voyeur, are you?”

“Hmm no, but I’m all horny!”

Zirennia was already seated and enjoying some stew, bread and ale, and casually handed Ash the key to room 202 with a knowing smirk. He gave her a wink, took it, and headed up.

Aria was looming over him, upside down, when he started ascending the stairs, and started kissing his forehead, his nose, and then snaked her long goblin tongue down into his mouth before he even reached the landing. When he pulled her off his shoulders, she reached out, upside down and got his pants open in a quick and practiced motion.

“We’re so close to the room!” he muttered.

She didn’t wait, but instead pulled his half-hard cock free and stuffed it into her mouth.

He was halfway up the first flight with an upside down goblin in his arms, and she was blowing him with incredible skill. He couldn’t help but freeze and let out a loud groan. In the meantime she pumped her head back and forth, rubbing her broad prehensile tongue back and forth around and around.

Say what you want about older folks, but there is certainly something to be said for experience and the skill that comes along with it.

He went from half-hard to ‘as hard as he’d ever been in his life’ before he could reach the first landing. And from there, he went from feeling great to feeling worried for his staying power in another handful of seconds. Aria really put her all into this.

“Aria…” he groaned. “Wait!”

The next flight of steps was pure torture, with him panting and trying not to blast down her throat, and his instinct to do exactly that. He tried to busy himself working his fingers down into her soaked, little green slit, and was rewarded with a bit of hesitation on her part.

Finally, he couldn’t handle walking any longer, and instead slumped against the wall of the second floor, where a surprised pair of dwarves froze in the middle of their discussion and stared.

“Oh my God,” he muttered, and pistoned his fingers down into her, while rubbing over her clit with his other hand. Finally, seconds before he would surely have blasted into her mouth, she popped free, gasping.

“I need it,” she panted. “I need it… right now.”

Thankfully room 202 was right there, and the door opened out to give them enough privacy for her to climb up his body and line up his cock with one hand. She was small, and tight, and every fraction of him took serious effort to get into her.

Her groans and whimpers of tortured pleasure got around the door.

“I need it all the way,” she pleaded. “Give it to me, Ash.”

He slammed the door closed and didn’t even get to the bed, instead pulling her body down and thrusting up to impale her. Some part of her inside tried to block his way, and she made a pained groan, but Ash was far too horny to stop. Shoving further got him past that, and it was with her screaming that he bottomed out.

Not a Fighter had the power to give him the anatomy he needed to work with any particular partner, but for some reason he didn’t transform into a much smaller goblin. Instead he stayed his same size and simply reamed out Aria’s tiny body.

“Ohhh my God,” she moaned. “Yes. Now… Ash… please…”

He was over to the bed in a flash, laying her upon it and grabbing her hips. Another three thrusts showed him he could actually bottom out, but those last few inches made her go crazy.

Soon it was nothing but the grunt and moan, and the slap, slap, slap of his balls impacting her ass over and over. Peering down, he could see his cock create a visible bulge in her tummy, up to her belly button. He watched it as if hypnotized, staring as her belly button pushed up and out again and again.

Her head thrashed, and she let out a wail of agony, but then spasmed with a force that scared him. Her whole body shuddered violently from the orgasm, and afterwards she went limp.

She crawled up his body and laid with her head on his chest when he finally collapsed onto the bed.

Finally, after some time, she said, “That’s what I’m talking about.” He could just about hear her take a puff of a cigarette in the way she said it, too.


6- His Harem

He was able to finish out his quest, and laughed at the pop up.

Quest Complete: Rock Aria’s World. You were able to withstand the pleasure in order to please your partner, to great effect. Make Aria orgasm: 1/1

Reward: +Relationship rating with Aria. +the satisfaction of a job well done

On the heels of this came the spread of his experience gains.

Congratulations! Ask, and ye shall receive the D. This is Aria’s style, and you certainly rose to the occasion. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Relationship rewards: +10 points, +1,000 xp applied to your classes. You have passed from Casual Friends to Close Friends! +1,000 xp is applied to your classes.

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

*Repeated sex with this partner: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card

*Partner’s orgasm: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card (repeated orgasms triggers extra xp)

*Sex in public (+discovery): 5,000 xp + 1 rare reward card*

Total: 8,000 xp, 1 rare and 3 uncommon reward cards (2,000 xp applied equally to both classes)

*This reward may only appear once for any given inhabited location

He took Evie aside before she left to ask about coins. They’d been doing all the adventuring, and she had become the default purser because he couldn’t exactly keep money. He joined her in one of the other tavern rooms they’d rented and sat across from her, at the low table.

“You did great today, with the ritual,” he said. “Ashley’s not completely exhausted like the other times.”

The troubled expression fell away and she beamed at him. “Thanks.” He had his reservations about the system and the dangers it brought, but Hearts and Charming, working in concert, were a wonder to behold. He was pleased indeed to see his high skill and attribute working to bring her mood up.

“We’re about due for another monthly payment on the ship,” he said. “Where are we on coins?”

For just the tiniest of moments, he saw a flicker of annoyance cross her face, before she cleared it. “We’re good. We have over ten thousand… though Mizu and Netsu keep taking some every time we get rewards.”

“How much?”

She shrugged, reluctant to answer. He pressed, and she admitted they were taking less than their share of the spoils, only a handful of coins at any given time. He knew it galled her that the twins were behaving, and while he didn’t know why this bothered her exactly, it apparently did.

“Five thousand, please.” Once she handed it over, he thanked her again and grinned at her. “How you feeling?”

The moment she forked over the coins, Ash had to roll his eyes at the messages that appeared.

Congratulations! You have made a monthly payment to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Skyships and Ground Vehicles. You have paid the late fee and contributed toward other contract fees.

Fees for the repossession team’s expenses, and collateral damage still total 16,435 coins. Please tap here if you’d like more details about repayment to Ray Eastman, Top Quality Used Skyships and Ground Vehicles.

“That fucking guy,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Thanks, Evie.”

An itemized list of ‘collateral damage’ gave him a bunch of damaged buildings, destroyed furniture, and most importantly, medical expenses for the Journeyman members of the repossession team who’d tried to kill him back at that first town.

He then explained that, for the next month they wouldn’t have to worry about the repossession team coming after the Wind Runner, so they could split up without worrying about the enormous guy made of stone coming after them with his five other ass…ociates.

“Ash?” It was the plaintive tone of voice, already apologizing with just his name, that caused him to stop and turn. He found her, lip quivering, staring up at him. “Hey I’m… worried.”

“I know. But you’re strong and smart. I think you’ll be totally fine.”

She studied the table top. “It’s not that. It’s more… when you… when I met you, it seemed like I could stay my old self.”

The spork again.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” he said. “The effect, whatever it is, that keeps us our old selves… it doesn’t go away immediately. I’ll be back before anything happens.” He got down on his knees and opened his arms wide.

“What? Hug it out?” Grinning, she threw herself into his embrace. Man, he was only two months into this new reality and he really couldn’t get enough of whatever was happening. His luck was definitely changing.

His smile became dark with mischief, and into her ear, he breathed, “We could fuck it out, if you like.”

“Mmm,” she said, and ground her crotch against his abs. The heat was palpable. “I could get on board with that.”

This went on all. Day.

His time with Evie was lovely. He first shrank to nearly her size, exciting and surprising her completely. Once the shock and delight had calmed a bit, he had a good hour and a half first licking her all over, and this led neatly into a lovely little sixty-nine session.

Evie loved variety. She was in to basically everything. She wanted all the positions he’d ever thought of or heard about, constantly shifting about to have him behind her, below her, on top of her. She was doing a handstand at one point, with him drilling directly down into her. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, but neither were the ones where she asked him to stimulate her back door while pumping away. It wasn’t as easy as the porn industry would have him believe.

After several orgasms, Evie collapsed on the bed, and it was good she did, because Mizu and Netsu appeared around this time. They’d heard that Aria and now Evie were getting goodbye sex and wanted in. Mizu’ s clothes just flat out disappeared into her body, revealing a slim beauty with huge eyes, pigtails, and the thigh gap that was so popular once upon a time. He loved the way the water swirled into a compact little set of abs, leading up to perfect handful breasts.

“You too, slut,” Mizu said. “Get those clothes off.”

“What are you going to do?” Netsu asked, eyes wide expression stuck between fearful and aroused.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Mizu responded. “Perhaps I shall have Ash whip your ass white hot, before he fucks you.”

Netsu made an involuntary sound, and Ash wondered if she even heard herself. Her volcashic body heated noticeably. Just like her sister, Netsu could manifest what looked like clothes, and these bits of rocky and obsidian armor melted into her. This revealed an exact copy of Mizu’s body, save for the hair, which was in a loose ponytail, held by twin obsidian chopstick hair things. Unlike Mizu’s hair, hers fell down to the top of her ass in a red black curtain.

He didn’t blame Netsu at all. He’d been wondering for several days how this thing they’d been making was going to evolve, whether his initial lust over twins was eventually going to end up with his wild fantasy playing out. He still doubted it would happen, but they’d already gone further with one another and gotten far closer to the end point than he’d dreamed possible.

And while he initially wondered how it was going to go with Netsu, his fears ended up unfounded. Mizu ordered her to stand and watch everything, which she did… at first. Ash, on approach, transformed into a water being. This let him fuse with Mizu, literally crawling into her body to create a beast with two backs. From here, could stimulate every bit of her body all at once. And he did.

He could cause her a whole body orgasm. She would reach a fever pitch of pleasure and her form would collapse, until she was just a puddle.

Before that happened though, he wanted to try something. For a time, he was connected at the midsection, thrusting his whole self way farther than it should’ve been possible into the Japanese beauty. He imagined himself thrusting all the way up into her stomach and poking at her heart. From her wild shrieks and flailing limbs, he didn’t think he was far off.

As soon as Ash started scrambling her mind with a series of rapid fire climaxes, he gave her a look and crooked a finger in her direction. Netsu, ever obedient and ever contrite, obeyed immediately. She bent and closed her eyes when his hand came up to caress her cheek.

His hand transformed on approach, changing into a thing of rock and lava and obsidian. As he moved to lock lips with her, his face did the same.

He couldn’t fathom how he looked and didn’t care. He was fucking one twin and making out with the other.

Moments later he had her get on her hands and knees, ass up, right next to her still-climaxing sister. Mizu thrashed and writhed and moaned on his spearing cock even as he got two fingers into her sister’s pussy directly beside her.

Eventually he couldn’t handle more. The stimulation of Mizu’s whole body would’ve ended with him losing control again, but luckily she chose that moment to cry mercy. She rolled off away from him, panting and then staring. She couldn’t even resist when he flipped Netsu on her back, transformed into a volcashic himself, and buried himself to the hilt in her ass.

He had her legs up in the air, and reached down to work her clit. It had emerged as a gem surrounded by molten rock, easy to locate, and responded with instant cries of lust. She threw her head back and cried out. Her hands clutched at the bed sheets. They charred from her loss of personal control.

The whole bed shook with the power of his thrusts. Her whole body burned brighter orange, into yellow.

“Oh my God,” he heard Mizu whisper, just as her sister came.

With his thumb in her pussy and his palm playing over her clit, he didn’t stop, instead watching the internal heat of her ramp up, and further up. She finally got near white, and this time when she came again, he detected a bit of a squirt happen. Blobs of yellow-white magma exploded out of her and onto his abs. He responded with a roar and an orgasm of his own.

Afterwards he collapsed between them, and spent the next little while being cuddled by elemental twins. His body spent the next little while split nearly in half between pure cerulean liquid water, and dark orange molten rock.

Eventually Zirennia also appeared, in need of his services. She’d been watching him finish off Netsu and had been at herself, so she was a mess when Mizu stomped out the door and caught her. It was a mussed up Zirennia missing her panties beneath her wide open wizard robes that shuffled into the room at his chuckling request.

She too would be sticking around to oversee Ashley’s handling of the ritual in the other infested places. She sauntered in through the door just at the point where Mizu was propping herself up on an elbow, studying Netsu with a look of disgust and annoyance. Fortuitous timing indeed; both twins left the room and parted ways.

“You have time for another one?” Zirennia asked.

He raked his eyes up and down her tall, lightly furred form, from the tips of her antlers all the way down to her dainty feet. He paused at her bare breasts and the tuft of darker fur at the junction of her thighs. He could practically smell the arousal coming off her in the form of magic.

“I think I can muster up enough energy for one more round.”

At the end of all this, he received a little ding! in his user interface that surprised him, because it was another quest completion. He couldn’t remember having had another quest that would finish now, and he didn’t think the evil of He Who Slumbers would’ve simply gone back to its plane of existence on its own. Checking it, he grinned.

Optional side quest: Aria understands your commitment to your girls. You were able to convince to Aria that you would be able to handle the days ahead, and return to her. Prove to Aria you’re man enough to leave and return in a few days. 1/1

Reward: All harem members involved in the day’s activities receive +2,000 xp toward their classes.

He then grinned at the surprised and delighted shouts from the girls all around him. Not long after this, they all bathed and collapsed on the oversized bed, spooning and letting sleep claim them immediately.

As for Ash, he groggily asked the UI to combine all his rewards from Harem Laird into one large write up.

Honestly, he could not be more pleased about how the card had leveled up. He couldn’t see how it could get any better than it was presently, and didn’t mind that. The requirements to equip the card after he evolved it to the next rarity kept getting higher, and it would be some time before he considered the need to upgrade it yet again. The ‘sex with love’ xp trigger had been a delightful surprise.

All he needed to do was make the rest of the girls love him. No biggie.

He found himself smiling, probably looking dopey and entirely too pleased with how his life was going. Compared with two months ago, when he hadn’t even been the master of his own household, he now had seven full time girlfriends, a way to profit off an activity he absolutely loved anyway, and a ship with which to fly them to exotic locations. He was bigger, stronger, and hotter than he’d ever been. He could do fucking magic. He could smile at a woman and practically make her gush in her panties.

That last one was a work in progress.

“If this is what Diamonds and Lucky get me,” he muttered, “I’m glad I went that route.”

Congratulations! Well hey there, tiger, you got through the whole lot of them in one afternoon. You’re like a conveyer belt of orgasms, serving one after another, aren’t you? Well, for having successfully enjoyed your time with Evie, Mizu, Netsu, and Zirennia, you’ve received the following rewards:

*Relationship rewards: +18 points, +1,800 xp applied to your classes. You have moved from Close Friends to Intimate Friends with Evie, +5,000 xp applied to your classes.

*Sex with 4 partners: 4,000 xp + 4 uncommon reward cards

*Repeated sex with these partners: 4,000 xp +4 uncommon reward card

*Partner’s orgasms: 10,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card (repeated orgasms triggers extra xp)

*Cultivating your partner’s new kink: +3,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card*

*Squirting orgasm (repeated): +5,000 xp +1 rare reward card

Total: 31,000 xp, 1 rare and 10 uncommon reward cards (6,800 xp applied equally to both classes)

*The kink has not been fully developed yet, and does not yet grant higher rarity reward cards.

He descended to sleep, promising to check out all his rewards and levels in the morning. For now, he drifted off smiling, surrounded by more beautiful women than he knew what to do with.


7- Master With A Capital M

Ash ended up leveling up in his classes not once, but twice. The xp gains out of Aria’s little quest and bringing Evie to Close Friends status were enough to push him to Journeyman 4 in both classes, then Journeyman 5. Meaning he’d just gotten 4 attribute levels and 6 skill levels to spend. That was on top of the 70,000 he’d just received from Ashley, Aria, and then the unending sex he’d had with Evie, the twins, and Zirennia. Staring at the number, he saw that he now had 84,000 to spend, and that caused him to scratch his head for a moment.

He’d nearly forgotten about the 14,000 from his performance piece with Rachel.

Added to that, he had 2 rare rewards, and a whopping 13 total uncommon reward cards.

Life was indeed good.

With one butt pressed against his crotch, one leg draped over his thigh, and one arm clutching his waist, he set out to get his rewards in order. While he stared at the UI in the gloom and got his thoughts in order, he felt the steady, even heat of breath between his shoulder blades. And a breast in his hand.

Yes, life was good.

The first thing he did was throw all of his free skill levels into Diamonds. This put him at Master level 6. None of his skills would affect the Random Encounter chance, and wouldn’t put Rachel’s life at risk if he was traveling by himself. Leveling to Journeyman 5 did, as did leveling up his attributes, but he counted it the cost of becoming stronger. If he threw all his xp into skills, and he had a ton of xp, he could handle whatever came their way.

With this in mind, and with plenty of xp to spare right now, he went with his lowest skills first. Clubs and Swords both needed 3 levels to reach the end of Journeyman, so 30,000 xp went there first. Arcana, Coins and Spades each needed 2 levels to cap out at Journeyman, so another 30,000 xp went there.

“Yikes,” he breathed. That was already most of his xp.

With the remaining 24,000, he noted that a single Master level in Diamonds now cost 25,000, so he couldn’t even buy a single level. It would take 10,000 to get him from Expert 10 to Master 1 in Hearts. That was sobering. He threw the last points into Wands, taking it from Journeyman 7 to Expert 1 for 5,000, then Expert 2 for 10,000.

And that was that. Quick and in a hurry.

He had a look over his character sheet before he moved on, and was more more or less pleased with what he saw.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male,

Sorcerer Journeyman level 5

Bard Journeyman level 5

Good: 26/50

Reputation: 2

Boons:

Limited Wish (Sorcerer)

Limited Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Journeyman level 6)

Charming- (Expert level 6)

Clever- (Journeyman level 6)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Expert level 7)

Quick- (Journeyman level 5)

Sly- (Journeyman level 5)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 7)

Coins (Journeyman level 7)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 7)

Wands (Expert level 2)

Diamonds (Master level 6)

Spades (Journeyman level 7)

Hearts (Expert level 10)

Clubs (Journeyman level 7)

Free Attribute levels: 4

Almost immediately on the heels of this glimpse at his progress, he received another notification.

Congratulations! The UI exclaimed. You now have a skill that has reached Master level. Although you have been called Master by some of your harem members, this is the first time you can claim to be a true Master. On second look, it appears you are a Master of… being lucky? Although this UI is disinclined to grant you the boon, you have technically earned it. You have unlocked a special achievement. Distant horizons are indeed within reach.

Special Achievement: Master With A Capital M

You’ve triumphed when others have faltered and failed. In addition, you’re one of the first 25 in this new world to have obtained this achievement. You will be granted a boon of your choice.

*One of a Kind: Unlocks a unique PC race. You may select this unique race immediately.

*Friggin Rich: gain 30,000 coins, and three random gems of Superior rarity or better

*Well Versed: gain 2 random double rare ability cards for each of your classes

*Versatile Hero: the ability to perform Class Reset at will, once per day. You may retrieve your action deck cards from your deck all at once during that time, and reinsert them.

He went through all the options twice, and leaned towards his initial instinct of having the ability to pull his cards out every day, fiddle with his deck, and… that sounded dirty. He chuckled.

The unique PC race sounded very interesting. It would undoubtedly be a powerful thing. However, he’d be the only one. It probably wouldn’t matter, since the world was chock full of different races and species, but he didn’t like the idea of being singled out as the alien.

The only actual problem he foresaw was the completely unknown nature of what the unique PC race would be. He couldn’t count on it to be specifically tailored to his two classes, and to gel with his idea of what he wanted to be. If it wasn’t something he wanted, and he stayed a half-drow half-orc, he would basically be wasting this boon.

Next.

Thirty thousand coins would’ve been nice once upon a time and still could be. It wasn’t anything to look down on. He still didn’t know what gems were useful for aside from the possibility of more cash, though he had a suspicion. Again, a suspicion wasn’t the same as hard evidence, and he had high level cards to trade or sell.

Last, he wasn’t sure how much money he owed Ray Eastman. He wanted to pay down the whole debt at once, and this might be a boon wasted if all the money was just sucked out of his pocket by Ray at once.

Owing Ray Eastman some insane amount of money for a ship that originally cost five thousand coin was equal parts hilarious and infuriating.

He skipped this one for now too.

Originally when he’d gotten the Jack of all Trades boon for having all his skills at Amateur or Journeyman (he couldn’t remember which) he was pretty sure he had been promised two double rare cards. He wasn’t sure whether they were class-specific double rares or not, but he thought not. To have them specifically for his class was a pretty nice reward. Some of these might just meld together with his existing rare or double rares, to create an ultra rare. His Harem Laird was ultra rare, as was Not a Fighter, and these were the backbone of his success.

On the other hand, there was no guarantee he would be able to slot these double rares. Without a Class Reset or the ability to dip into his action deck, it would only continue to bloat out with cards he didn’t need when combat time came.

As for the final one…

He’d be able to tailor his action deck to specific situations if need be, and eliminate cards that he’d never used or weren’t very useful in his experience. The War Drums card would be the first to go.

The real question was where a Class Reset would come from and how often he would be able to deal with it. He was going to get a Class Reset in three Journeyman levels anyway, when he reached Expert. He wasn’t really going to see that much sexy action after he left his harem behind and went after his parents, on this quest for Lucy and Jez, but he could funnel xp into his classes anyway. He did get a limited amount of xp just for doing battle and taking difficult actions. However, it would be another ten levels of Expert in one of his classes after that before he got another one. By that same logic, he would be stuck with an ever-expanding action deck for ten whole levels, unless he bought one.

So far the price he’d seen in the shops was twenty-five thousand coins, so that meant it was worth having every day.

It made sense to have this last one, since there were ways to deal with the other three. First, he had a path toward getting money and gems were presently worthless. Second, the likelihood of getting a class that would suit a Sorcerer Bard was maybe one in three, possible fifty-fifty. He hadn’t had any race problems so far. And third, he had good cards, able to handle an entire repossession team of like-leveled opponents. He felt good about his action deck, so long as he could get the spells and abilities he wanted in hand.

With that in mind, he chose the fourth ability.

Congratulations! You’ve chosen to become a Versatile Hero. This boon has been added to your character sheet.

The first thing he did was grab his action deck out of his hand and fan out the cards. He’d received a number of rewards for the sex as well. His two ultra rare cards he set aside to keep. His trio of the Blood set stayed in, along with his extra copy of Boiling Blood. Following this, his mainstay Sorcerer attack and defense spells were added. Then, last, there had been plenty of use for throwing around objects and people, so he kept Improved Telekinesis in there too.

The two radiant damage spells he’d gotten when in combat against He Who Slumbers had been useful then, but they might not be useful going forward. They would stay in his inventory, in case he ended up facing down another succubus or demon or something. Solar Shot and Celestial Burst he laid aside in the interests of keeping the deck tight.

He’d gotten another Rejuvenating Aura as a reward card from his sexathon, so that he melded to create the rare version, Replenishing Aura. He’d also gotten another Dispel, so he combined those to craft Delayed Dispel. One look at this one and he immediately added it to his deck.

Delayed Dispel

Rare, Spell (Abjuration)

Casting this spell causes the sigil of a ward of protection to hover beneath one target’s feet. The next time a spell is aimed at that target, the caster immediately loses extremely high mana. They must pass a Wands (Tough) check or have the current spell fail to cast. Upon passing, the spell’s effect is reduced by half against the warded target. When the sigil is triggered, the spell’s effect ends.

Duration: 1 hour. Cost: High Mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

On top of those, he also ended up with another Elemental Barrier. Without it, he was at twelve Sorcerer cards. With it, he would be at thirteen. Presently, he needed to have eight to make him a multiclass Bard, but adding the second Elemental Barrier would mean he’d need nine. So he could have a deck of twenty cards, or twenty-two.

Ultimately he chose not to keep it in. He usually relied on casting the more powerful Dragon’s Blood and then later added Dragonscale once he began taking hits, and Fireball when things got hairier. Although Elemental Barrier was a nice card, it wasn’t nice enough to have in there twice.

Harem Laird

Fireball

Tsunami

Sorcerer’s Blood

Dragon’s Blood

Boiling blood x2

Replenishing Aura

Improved Telekinesis

Arcane Lance

Elemental Barrier

Delayed Dispel

Total: 12 cards

He had a lot going on now with his Bard choices. Lucky for him, Harem Laird kept the hits coming, supplying him with decent, good, and very good class-related cards once it had become a hyper rare.

Also the sex. Having sex constantly had helped out a lot. The thought made him grin.

He’d gotten another radiant damage card, Radiant Song, which he likewise put aside. The other new one, Shared Purpose, didn’t seem like it would be too useful with only he and Rachel. It was an aura, but he reasoned he had the ability to add cards into his deck at any time. A nice, slimmed down action deck would give him the most potent abilities in faster rotation, come combat. Share Purpose joined the other radiant damage cards in his inventory.

So, for Bard, he definitely wanted to keep the mainstay of his deck, Not a Fighter. After that, he added Echoing Encore. This was his new rare that would replicate a spent spell or ability. After this, Heavy Metal stayed in. He’d used it, and it was a nice way to surprise enemies by turning his lute into a serious offensive melee weapon.

He was on the fence about the rest. Jack Be Quick wasn’t amazing, but it gave him a couple of nice passive abilities he liked: a passive dodge and a passive increase to his initiative. Its activated ability was pure garbage… or had been until he elevated his Diamonds skill to Expert level 6. Now he could boost another skill to match Diamonds.

Okay, it went back in. That meant he was halfway to keeping his status as Bard. He’d kept out Inspiring Song, which required him to be singing in combat, Rhythm of the War Drums, which required several uninterrupted rounds of drumming, and Little Ditty. Again requiring him to sing or rhyme in the middle of combat to activate. Since he hadn’t used these others to any great effect, he went sifting through the new rewards from his full day of pleasing the ladies.

Among the 13 uncommon rewards, he’d ended up with a handful of Sorcerer spells and eight Bard abilities.

The first of his older rewards that he went with was called Alluring Apparition. It was consumable, but used Hearts and Charming at Grandmaster level to create an incredibly effective distraction, so long as he didn’t take direct action against his enemies. It was a Hail Mary for a seriously terrible situation, reminding him again of something the blue mage had done at the very beginning, in taking out seven of the eight red mages. A consumable card, if he recalled correctly.

He needed to remember that the instant he used Alluring Apparition he’d be under the 40% limit on Bard abilities, and wouldn’t be classed as a Bard. He’d lose his boon of limiting the Random Encounter chance, and that could really mess him up in the wrong situation. So as soon as he used it, he’d have to slot in a substitute.

He combined two copies of a Bard ability—Razzle—and got himself a rare, Razzle Dazzle. This one created a dizzying array of lights and sounds, and was classed as a spell rather than a special ability. It used mana, which was unusual for a Bard card.

He also had an old reward, Deafen, which he combined with another to create Shatter Glass. Instead of a song or rhyme, this one just required him to scream out as loud as possible, which he could do more easily in combat. This one ran on stamina and was classed as a special ability.

Another copy of Rhythm of the War Drums changed the card into Drums of Doom. This one required him to beat out percussion for at least two strikes, bam bam! It provided the same buff/debuff combo to morale and attack he liked about the original, and as an extra added bonus, it was now an aura. Nice. It went in.

This, at last, gave him eight Bard abilities, though he was still looking forward to finding better.

BARD

Not a Fighter (UR)

Heavy Metal (u)

Jack Be Quick (r)

Echoing Encore (r)

Alluring Apparition (r)

Razzle Dazzle (r)

Shatter Glass (r)

Drums of Doom (r)

Bard, without Sorcerer, seemed so limited and useless. He was probably using it the wrong way, trying to tank and deal out tons of damage and also activate support auras. He was trying to do it all, which he knew was the sure path to getting himself killed and doing none of it.

Satisfied he was ready to take on these two quests basically by his lonesome, he gave in and fell asleep.


8- Ray Eastman Gets His Revenge

It was late in the next morning when Ash descended on the town with Zirennia on his arm. He’d had himself a restful night with all of the girls curled up on his bed, Evie and Ashley of course spooned one another, while he spooned Rachel and pulled Mizu into the little spoon position, nestled against his catgirl Rogue. Aria had been somewhere in there when he’d gone to sleep, and she woke up sprawled out on him, hugging his torso and drooling a tiny puddle onto his chest.

As for his best friend, Lucy and Jezebel had put little Damien in the care of Waffles so they could sneak up onto the rooftops of the nearby buildings as some animals or another, and get their freak on. If he hadn’t just had sex with half a dozen gorgeous women, he would’ve chided them for being insatiable.

Today would be a busy day of preparing and more partying before the two teams set out. Rachel was preparing for her role as back up singer on his trip, while Evie and Ashley coordinated a thorough cleaning for the Wind Runner. The bedding especially needed to be washed, given how often he’d been solidifying his hold over each of his harem members.

It was odd to think of the girls as a harem, but that was essentially it. A group of women who all pledged themselves to him, save Evie, who had pledged herself to Ash and Ashley. Adventuring with him, laughing with him, and sleeping with him were all part of the harem package, and so far he’d only had a major issue with the twins. Aria, Zirennia, and Rachel had all agreed to have sex with him and travel on the Wind Runner for their own reasons. Zirennia to get away from the Nova Corridor game area, and to repay him for saving her life, Rachel to repay him for saving her life, and Aria to get away from a boring town life. Aria was also with him to have him inside her just as often as he could manage. She was far older than he, and enamored with the hot new body she’d gotten with the advent of the apocalypse.

One of the things he wanted to do first was replicate Harem Laird and upgrade it to whatever came next. His hesitance came from the requirements to keep it equipped. He’d need a much higher Lucky and Diamonds rank, possibly pushing him up beyond Expert, to Master.

Instead, he could probably manage to copy and meld Not a Fighter into its next higher rarity. It was already quite powerful, able to turn an enemy off with just a word. He was enjoying some of these Bard powers, though he had a slew of abilities that didn’t seem worth it in combat.

That in mind, he headed into the celebrating town.

This was the second of four corrupted by the taint of He Who Slumbers, and he saw the evidence of a great deal of struggle. A lot of hugging and crying was going on, a lot of sweeping up or loading rubble into carts, and a few places where demolition was underway from structures abandoned to fire.

Ash ducked his head to avoid catching anyone’s eyes. He had been the one to come in here, murdering and kidnapping under the pretense that he was saving folk from the evils of vile demons. He still had no concept how he’d appeared when he suddenly showed up, clawed his way through any sign of resistance, and killed whatever ended up being the boss monster, only to teleport his new followers away to his secret base in the woods.

Would anyone recognize him? So far they hadn’t, but that didn’t mean much. He’d only been in the one other town but he’d been fighting for the safety of the place, while the taint of the infernal had spread and spread. The chaos had definitely helped keep the chances of being recognized down to a minimum. Best keep his head down here.

As for the town, it gave him the impression of being a metropolis and a small town at the same time. A cramped monorail zipped smaller people around at a height of just over three meters, and after checking, Ash slapped a hand against the rail before ducking beneath it. As for the buildings, a lot of them were built in a style he’d never seen before: alternating short and tall floors. The short floors housed gnomes, goblins, nellwyns or other little folk, and had ceilings of about two meters, while the next floor up would have a ceiling of four meters. This helped orcs, orrens, or half-giants from feeling too cramped. On any of these large floors, you’d find a raised walkway or helpful attendants with step stools somewhere, putting little people and larger people on roughly equal sight lines as the huge ones.

He found his way to the Deckbuilder of Many Things easily enough, a samey looking building as the others, made of timber and plaster and that strange alternating floor size composition the surrounding buildings had. It honestly felt like a medieval German town, and he expected to see a barmaid hefting some twenty tankards of ale toward an Oktoberfest celebration.

The bell over the door to the card shop jingled, and Ash found himself in a high-ceilinged floor staring at a large shop space that reminded him of a bank. Aside from the obvious vault and the glass-fronted counter, the open space was filled with attendant desks for personal consultations with employees.

A young fey woman approached him immediately, with her orange, purple and brown moth wings twitching spasmodically like she wanted to fly over to him. The smile she favored him with seemed genuine, and the UI didn’t inform him otherwise from a Hearts, Coins or Charming check.

“Greetings!” The fey said. “You’re a new customer. My name is Tinniel and it will be my pleasure to help you out today.”

“Ash,” he responded.

“A pleasure to meet you, Ash,” she said.

“Likewise.” Along with his smile, he gave her the finger guns and appreciated the giggle he received in return. He also scored several Relationship points, and therefore experience. Yes, this was going to be enjoyable.

“Right this way, if you will.” She conducted him to one of the consultation tables, which had walls on either side to keep things confidential. “I see you’re a Journeyman Bard and Sorcerer. Maximizing on that Charming score, are we?” Another giggle. “Do you have anything specific in mind for today, or are we just browsing?”

“I have a few questions, first, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh! By all means.”

He went through a couple of random questions to just get a feel for her personality. He had no wish to end up in the same kind of situation as the magic items shop in Mexicali. He soon learned that she’d worked at this shop since she could remember, and her boss was a pretty good guy. She liked him, if she was being honest. She wasn’t quite clear on what he meant by NPC, and narrowed her eyes in suspicious confusion.

“How do you like your job, then?” A job that hadn’t existed two months ago.

She didn’t mind being a shop attendant, since it was nice to have safety from whatever monsters and awful stuff was happening outside of town. This wasn’t how she’d phrased it, though. No, she didn’t use the term ‘NPC’ or ‘Save Point’ but rather said she liked the sense of safety of the magically-protected town. Until recently, that was, when He Who Slumbers had turned over in His great slumber, and unleashed demons upon the town. When she mentioned that name, she fished a holy symbol pendant out of her loose shirt and kissed it.

Tinniel was barely part of the old world, not remembering his question when he asked what this place had been before it was an abilities card shop. Her eyes flew open when she suddenly mentioned that she’d had a car ‘a long time ago.’ She laughed this off as she said the word ‘car’ as though she didn’t believe it, or didn’t quite remember what it was.

“Can I help you with something specific, or would you like to browse a certain type of card?”

He gave her a smile. “Specific. I’d like to upgrade this.” He produced his copy of Not a Fighter and laid it gently on the black felt cloth on the table.

She read it over, then blushed. Her mouth dropped open and when her eyes flickered up to his face. He made sure to keep his expression carefully neutral.

“I see,” she said.

He spread his palms wide. “I’d have a look at any Bard auras as well, uncommon if you have duplicates. Otherwise rare or higher.”

She cleared her throat. “Right. Of course. Well we… we have a strict policy of seeing a customer’s means of payment first. I hope you understand.”

It turned out that a rare like Not a Fighter would cost him two thousand coins, or by trade, three of his rares for one house rare. They had a more extensive trade-in policy, since cards came in full art, holo-foil, and other rarities were of higher value, though not always. Some abilities and spells were in much higher demand, and were priced accordingly, if the shop had them in stock at all.

“For example,” she explained, “some of the consumable summon cards are quite powerful and will turn the tide of a battle, so they’re valued quite highly.” Consumable experience was also priced quite highly, which didn’t surprise him.

Although he didn’t love this rate he’d been quoted, he definitely didn’t have enough coins, and perhaps he never would. He already owed sixteen thousand plus to Ray Eastman, the swindling bastard. Ash couldn’t quite bring himself to be angry with the man, but there it was.

He produced several rare cards out of his inventory and spread them on the felt for her to inspect. She nodded at them.

“Let me go have a look at the stock.”

An idea came to him, and when she returned looking apologetic, he leaned forward. In a conspiratorial whisper, he asked, “Have you got anyone in here asking after mythic or masterpiece rarity?”

Tinniel’s eyes flew open. “I… but… no! Most people don’t even… a lot of our customers assume it just stops at ultra rare.”

That was ridiculous. He had a whole stack of them. The whole batch, top to bottom, was beyond his level or not for his class.

“Assuming I have one, and assuming it’s quite a good one, what’s the coin I could get for it?”

Tinniel’s composure cracked there, and she had to go a little fish-like for a bit. Her mouth worked open and closed several times before she found her voice. “Wait here please,” she managed, and this time flew off on her moth wings to land on the counter. She hopped off and disappeared into a back room.

When she reappeared, it was with a small, elderly gnomish man in tow, bespectacled and balding. The two approached and the gnome had a seat across from him. They made introductions; the gnome was the proprietor, Mr. Figglesworth. He placed a small, bulbous mushroom on the table and explained that it would create an aura of silence and blindness, preventing others from seeing or hearing what they were up to. Ash watched the color’s shift over the baseball-sized mushroom cap, playing over it like the hypnotic patterns on a cuttlefish’s back, before focusing on the tiny old gnome.

“Tinniel tells me you may have a high rarity card and are looking for payment in coin?”

“I have a sky ship to pay off,” he said, shrugging, “but nobody’s getting a look at the card until I know what sort of rate I’ll get on it. Taking a look at your menu here, I’d guess you sell them for anywhere from a quarter million to several million coins, apiece. Is that correct?”

The gnome shook his head. “It would have to go to a silent auction, for that sort of sale. In point of fact, it will be months before I can sell one at all. No one is leveling fast enough to equip one. It’s pointless for me to buy anything over ultra rare, assuming you’re telling the truth and such a card exists. I’d need to know where you came by it anyhow, in order to ensure some affronted parties don’t come looking for it, powerful enough to vaporize the entire town to get it.”

Ash produced instead several ultra rare cards he couldn’t use. None of the girls would be able to use them either. He didn’t have a Ranger, Warlock or Barbarian, and the Druid cards weren’t going to Lucy and Jez, since they were generating quests and were on the fast track to become NPCs. Also, he wasn’t too pleased with forcing Waffles to play babysitter so they could flit around as hummingbirds just to see what hummingbird sex was like.

“As you can see,” he said, “I have access to high rarity cards. And these are of no use to me, since I’m a Bard and Sorcerer.”

Tinniel was staring at the cards in disbelief, but the gnome kept his cool much better.

“Your menu here says you should be paying me 5-10,000 on each of these.”

“These are quite something.” Mr. Figglesworth, said, but he was frowning and his enormous eyebrows had drawn together in concern. “Again, Mr. Ash, it will be very difficult to move these any time soon.”

It was Ash’s turn to frown. “Are you a card shop or no?”

“I can just as easily give you store credit,” Figglesworth said. “I—“

Ash swept them back into his hand and made them disappear into his inventory. “I understand. I’ll just be going… and before I do, I’ll let you know that the last card shop owner who tried to swindle me ended up with his shop burned down. One person comes after me and tries to strong arm me for the cards in my possession, and I’ll know it was you who set them after me.”

Figglesworth appeared enraged for just a second, then settled for affronted. “I can offer you twenty thousand for the lot,” he said.

“They’re worth double that at least,” he responded, rising from his chair. “And if you want to have a look at the masterpiece, to show it off to potential customers, the price just went up to a half million.”

He turned to go, but Figglesworth called for him to stop before he took a step.

“Forty thousand then, for all five of them,” he said.

Ash felt like spitting ‘You’re going to sell them for a hundred thousand’ at the gnome, but instead held his tongue and produced the cards one more time, spreading them out on the table like a seasoned magician. “Let’s see the coin.”

Outside the shop two minutes later, Ash took a deep breath and looked in his inventory. He should’ve been in the clear, with a good five or ten thousand coins left over.

What he got instead was Ray Eastman’s last laugh.

Congratulations! You have paid off the Wind Runner to Ray Eastman, Quality Used Skyships and Ground Vehicles, greater western Phoenix area. You have paid down the collateral damage fees, and repossession team fees. Your remaining balance is now 0 coins.

Due to the early repayment clause in your contract, an additional 8,946 coin has been charged.

Ray Eastman of Ray Eastman’s Quality Used Skyships and Ground Vehicles, greater western Phoenix area thanks you for your business.

Ash threw back his head and howled laughter at the sky. He had been left with two coins to his name.

9- Tinniel and Figglesworth

Ash was nearly to the tavern when he caught a hint of motion out of the corner of his eye. He turned, but found nothing except a brief notification from his UI that he’d failed a Staves (Quick) check against a quick target. That was interesting. He started putting his spells in order, casting Boiling Blood, Dragon’s Blood, and finally Sorcerer’s Blood while nonchalantly heading onward, then readying Not a Fighter to try for the paralyzing effect first.

The tavern was a grand structure, a sandwich of two tall floors and one smaller in between them. Inside he found a large open space ringed by a walkway for the shorter people, and another walkway two meters higher for the larger folk who got rooms. This left a large dance floor in the room’s center, which was right now home to a number of round tables and chairs, halfway full of drinkers and eaters. A rumbling in his stomach reminded Ash he did need to eat.

He still hadn’t been attacked, which was curious. He hadn’t been forced to make any other checks either.

Evie waved from deeper within, beckoning him over. He caught another flash of movement from his periphery but again missed the Quick check. He made his way over, and ended up selecting a chair that faced the tavern’s entrance. No sense in presenting his back to whoever Figglesworth sent after him.

He doubted the old gnome would be so stupid as to send a hit squad after him, though they might end up watching for him to get drunk or retire to a specific room. Although this was a Save Point and was supposed to be completely safe from attack, that didn’t mean he was safe from theft. And if Rachel was to be believed, there weren’t just cards that showed off what was in another person’s inventory, there were probably cards that allowed a Rogue to get into your inventory and steal your shit. That didn’t sit well with him. After all, being immune to attack didn’t make you immune to theft. Spellcraft had guilds, had a thieves’ guild of NPCs, and that meant this new world might well have a thieves’ guild as well.

Sigh. If there was one thing he definitely did not want, it was his secret of 42 Full Revives to become public knowledge. He wondered if the town had another shop aside from Deckbuilder of Many Things. He wasn’t a great fan of Figglesworth, to be honest. So far he hadn’t had much luck with card shops.

“You all right?” Evie asked.

Another big sigh. He brightened up, which she deserved, and he told her how the whole exchange went at the shop. He couldn’t help but laugh ruefully at that eel Ray Eastman as he went over the details of the way he’d been hoodwinked. She chuckled.

“On a lighter note, you’re out of the contract,” she said.

“True,” he admitted. He’d had to fight off a whole repossession team almost single-handedly, then pay an extra twenty or thirty thousand coin, but the ship was finally his… unless there was something in the rental contract he hadn’t seen. It wouldn’t surprise him to find Ray Eastman’s goons showing up to repossess the Wind Runner anyway, on some technicality he hadn’t seen. If only he hadn’t been there on day one, when he was so excited to be adventuring, and if only he’d read through that hellish contract carefully.

“I think that deserves a celebration!” She soon had two beers ordered, along with a spread of appetizers. They clinked mugs. “To being able to finally carry coin, after two months of avoiding it like the plague.”

He laughed. The Wind Runner situation was about to get a whole lot more awesome, but for now it really was like a weight off his shoulders.

“Hey,” she said more gently. “You’re okay, right?”

“I’ll be fine,” he told her. “They’re my best friends, but they’ve built their life around the child. I should’ve known. I mean obviously it’s disappointing, but there’s nothing I can do about it, short of committing baby-cide, but I’m never doing that and we all know that.”

Evie laughed. “Infanticide? Did that thought really cross your deranged-ass mind?”

“Obviously not,” he said, and had a drink of the ale set before him. He wasn’t a big drinker, but he was pretty sure this was the best beer he had ever tasted. “You think this is infused with magic?” he asked.

She grinned. “Every bit of artifice is infused with the good shit,” she said. “That’s why you get the weird devices. All the different sniper shots are different magic goop shit.”

“Anyway, I need to let them go, and I also need to brace for my parents, when I meet them.”

She froze. “That’s why you’re not taking us, isn’t it?”

“No! There’s a demonic presence spreading across the land!”

“Methinks thou protest too much,” she said, and grinned even as she picked up a skewer of spiced meat and veggies. She pointed it nonchalantly at him. “Hey Rachel, Ash doesn’t want his parents to know he has a whole circle of willing sex partners.”

He turned to find Rachel just hitting the bottom stair. The catgirl flashed those canines at them. “Oh is that right?”

“It absolutely is not right,” he said.

Evie’s eyes went wide. “You’re taking Rachel though! Does she get introduced as your new girlfriend?”

“Are you trying to start a war?” he asked.

Rachel and Evie laughed. Ash reluctantly joined in when it was clear they were joking. He couldn’t have anyone going back to Ashley and telling her Ash had chosen the submissive slave over her. She would absolutely lose her mind over the idea that she wasn’t the First Girlfriend™, a position that seemed to have importance for some reason.

“We can’t have Ashley losing her mind like that,” Evie said seriously after a good long laugh.

“So to be clear, we are not telling Ashley, correct?” he asked.

Evie and Rachel roared laughter, attracting the attention of several tavern guests. Zirennia appeared, holding Ashley’s hand, and joined them. Not long after, Mizu would wander in, along with Aria.

“What’s so funny?” the tiefling asked.

“I was talking with Evie and Rachel here about how they’ll be fine when I’m gone,” he said.

Zirennia blinked and peered at all three of them in turn. This elicited more snorts of laughter and chuckles. Finally, she said, “Hilarious.”

“We were actually discussing how much Evie is going to miss our Ash,” Rachel added. “And the possibility that you will forget about the before time.”

“Pff,” Evie said, and waved a hand at him. “Nothing a little mind-blowing sex won’t cure, and that’s God’s honest fuckin’ truth.” Then she looked around at the shock on their faces. “What? You all know it’s his magic dick that does it, don’t you?” They didn’t know about the spork, none of them. “He meets Zirennia, gets all up in there, and ka-chow, she’s herself again. Then he gets with Aria, and kerplewie, she’s along for the ride too. We all need to accept the rock solid fucking fact that Ash’s dick has some sort of magic power to keep us remembering who we were and who we are, and get used to having that magic dick in us. And the other magic accoutrements we end up wearing.”

He snorted, before leaning forward and grinning at her. “Have you got it on?”

All the bravado fled her in a second. She stiffened and blinked in shock and a little fear at him. “Here? Now?”

“How do you expect me to handle my cock all the way up in your ass if you don’t loosen yourself up for when the day comes?”

“Oh my lord,” she breathed, reddening. The way she went from a dirty talking, cussing little monster to being unable to swear the moment the smut started was something he frankly loved about Evie.

Still in his companionable, conspiratorial tone, he told her, “Go on, head to the bathroom and get it up in there.”

“I can’t believe you. I also can’t believe how much that turns me on.” She got up off the chair and headed for the restroom, stealing glances back at him over her shoulder and smiling, full of just as much arousal as worry. He hated to watch her go, and loved to watch those skin tight pants leave.

As for Ash, he’d grown hungry, and began to devour the food Evie had ordered for him. She took long enough that he’d gotten through a heel of bread, dunked in the rich stew, and quite a lot of cheese cubes before he caught sight of her again.

Rachel stuck around, but Mizu, Zirennia, Aria and Ashley had training to get through, cards to buy, and more celebrating to do. They had already been hailed as saviors of the town, as had Netsu. Aria needed to order foodstuffs to stock the ship, so they could eat food in between town-sized exorcisms. All save Rachel filed out before Evie came back.

Finally though, he caught motion out of the corner of his eye and locked eyes with her. She smiled, a strained grin, and wiggled her hips in discomfort. He had to stop himself from laughing, though he didn’t try to keep himself from getting aroused. The idea that he had not one, not two, but seven different women who were down to fuck delighted him. More than that, the idea that of those seven, three of them had put things in their asses because he’d asked them to was even more of a turn on.

It wasn’t that he was an anal fiend, but rather that they cared so much about being with him that when he suggested this. They were so thoroughly into staying with him and sharing his bed, and most importantly, they trusted him.

“Oh jeez,” she whispered. “Oh jeez, I keep thinking everyone here can see it, that they know it’s in there.”

He chuckled lightly. Zirennia, Mizu and Ashley laughed right along with him, though Rachel gave her a commiserating look. She, too, had worn the plug, and she must’ve known the feeling well. This only made him laugh all the more.

“You’re bad,” Evie told him. “You’re a bad, bad man. I can’t believe I’m doing this for you. I can’t believe… ooh… it feels so weird pressed into the chair.”

“Did you put your panties back on?” he asked.

She stared at him. “What do you think?”

“I honestly have no idea,” he told her.

“I had a weird encounter in the bathroom,” she said.

A stone sank into the bottom of his guts and froze there. He was suddenly certain someone had recognized him as the demon who had cut through their town and abducted a half dozen of their people. Maybe Tinniel or Figglesworth. After all, the town had wanted posters up all over the place, with a cloaked figure wielding fire and demonic claws.

All he knew now was, Tinniel or no, he had made a check outside and threw on several of his spells, because whoever it was, they were shadowing him. He needed to grab Rachel and some supplies as soon as possible, and get out of dodge. Let the saviors of the town celebrate with the people. He wasn’t going to let his face fuck this up for everyone.

“Go ahead,” he said carefully, eyeing the bathroom, then searching the place for extra exits. Probably one through the kitchen and out the back. Definitely several out the open third floor windows, or the second floor if he was desperate. He assumed he’d be able to fit through the little people windows, and at very worst, he could crash through the walls.

Evie squirmed in her seat, turning even redder. “There’s a… maybe someone who’ll be joining us.”

Or maybe someone who’d be turning them in to the authorities.

“Go on,” he said.

She flashed a grin, then got up off the chair and stretched out a hand. “Come on. You finished eating, right?”

This was how he ended up watching Evie’s ass work back and forth as she ascended the steps. She insisted on not taking the nellwyn-sized stairs. She was also wearing a pair of skin tight leather pants, and when she took the next step, the light inevitably caught the outline of the butt plug’s base against the leather. Despite his fears, he’d been hard for the whole meal, and couldn’t get the idea of hearing her hiss and moan out of his head. She had been one of the ringleaders of the little faction play they’d attempted, and he did feel like punishing her… a little. In a pleasurable way. So he gave her several playful pinches to the backside as she went.

He learned that Ashley was planning on shopping and sleeping, the shopping with Zirennia, while Rachel was with the twins for training, card shopping, and working on their action decks. Netsu and Mizu might be at odds, but they had expressed a willingness to train in basic combat. Zirennia was in on that action.

Rachel still needed some helpful, powerful item cards, but so far they hadn’t hit the sweet spot of Rogue weapons that also dealt holy or radiant damage. Those were sort of the antithesis of one another, and they weren’t sure how to procure them.

Evie cast several indulgent glances back at him, and stopped long enough for him to spank her. Her yelp was part moan, and soon enough they were up at the third floor.

She stopped and peered at the signs, showing rooms 301 to 308 in one direction, and 309-315 in the other. They went to room 303, and Ash watched as Evie knocked in a way that could only be code.

This was confirmed a second later when the door opened half an inch, and an eye peered through the gap at them. The door then opened, with the occupant hiding behind it.

Evie grabbed his hand, and though he had the impulse to pull away, he trusted her. Instead, he activated Dragon’s Blood and readied Arcane Lance just in case she’d been tricked and was leading them into an ambush.

Immediately around the door, he found himself staring down at a familiar face.

“Tinniel?”

The fey talked not just fast, but relentlessly. Like she didn’t need to suck in breath in order to produce words. She went and went, talking all about the shop, her coworkers, the town, Figglesworth not being a great boss, the boredom, and on. She circled points with anecdotes that led to other characters and their anecdotes, other aspects of her life that weren’t so great.

And on. And on.

“And, look, the shop is all right, but there’s something going on with you, isn’t there? I knew it as soon as you started talking about your cards. I mean, mythics and masterpieces!” She let out a musical laugh, and apparently that was the sign Ash or Evie could respond.

She’d been talking for over ten minutes, explaining about how Figglesworth didn’t pay her enough, made a fuck ton of money, swindled people out of the cards they had and paid extremely low rates for excellent cards, and about Rosa, the bitchy coworker who’d gotten her in trouble just last week for no good reason at all. Then she went on to talk about how she liked the town, but once she started talking with Ash, she realized something was wrong with her mind. Suddenly she could remember things about the way earth had been before this new thing. And now come to think of it, she worked basically seven days a week, never left the town, and barely had enough money to live. Shit, she’d had a car before the apocalypse, and had been saving up to buy a house with her ex-fiancé. Her name had been Tina. She hadn’t remembered her real name in, well, she couldn’t remember how long.

When they didn’t respond to the waterfall of words she’d spewed, she reddened again and held up a card. “I uh… I bought this and told Figglesworth I was feeling ill. You know, girl issues.”

He took it, and found it was a copy of Not a Fighter.

“I thought you said you didn’t have this one?”

She shook her head. “Figglesworth told us not to give any customer the first card they were after, especially if it was the only copy available. He has something special that just creates cards.” The Deck Erector. “Anyway I had my orders to try to hook them with other cards, so they forgot about the one they wanted, and got other things instead.”

“Why did you bring this?”

“I want to go with you,” she said.


10- The Flying Baby Situation

Ash studied her.

“I thought you’d trust me if I got you the card you wanted, and anyway once I read the card description I knew I wanted to see what it melded into. You’re a Bard, so I guess you guys go from town to town playing music and putting on a show, right? That sounds like good fun. I could get on board with playing instruments, busking with a hat, talking you up.”

Ash wasn’t sure whether he should tell her the truth or just let her live with her delusion. She really seemed to enjoy talking.

He took the card and considered it. He could keep it and add it to his deck, to get an extra chance to paralyze someone with just a word, though he was genuinely curious about seeing the new and improved effect. An area effect on the paralysis would be incredibly powerful, or an extended duration. Plus, the passive effect could also improve, and right now the passive effect was really fun for the sexy times.

He had just spent all his free xp. There was no way he would be able to handle the requirements for a hyper rare card with zero to spend on upgrading the requirements. He had balanced out his character sheet and that, as it turned out, had been a mistake. What he should’ve done was sunk levels into Charming and Hearts… although he hadn’t spent his attribute levels because he didn’t want to increase the Random Encounter difficulty. If Tinniel was indeed coming with them on this journey, he wouldn’t need to worry about Random Encounters, because she was an NPC.

Going back into his character sheet, he dumped two of his levels into Charming and the other into Lucky. He also wanted Harem Laird to have a chance whenever he got another copy of that.

“I can’t equip a hyper rare version of this right now, but I will put it in my deck.” Two chances to stop someone from acting for several rounds was powerful indeed. Thinking back, he was harsh to criticize the Bard abilities, because he’d stayed out of combat, and out of snap decision mode, which allowed him to use whichever card he’d wanted again and again, before his opponents caught on to what he was doing.

“But we need to go, like, right now,” Tinniel began. “When Mr. Figglesworth finds out—”

He held up a hand. “I’ll have Evie here collect up Rachel and send her my way, and we’ll head to the ship right now.”

Evie looked like he’d just stuck something much larger than a butt plug in her ass. “What? I go through all the trouble of getting this thing up my, um… I mean I can’t even get…” She then blushed fiercely at the thought of finishing either of those sentences, glancing at Tinniel. “I’ll go

We’ll be out of here in under an hour, all right?”

She looked skeptical at first.

“I’ve… just made a terrible mistake, haven’t I?”

“Nonsense,” Ash said. “You made a choice and you have to live with it.”

“But… you’re just a, a player. A playboy. Like a Hugh Hefner. What the hell is a Hugh Hefner?” Her eyes went wide. “I don’t know who that is. But I can see him in my mind. What is happening?”

Ash had taken out the spork, and had palmed it.

“You said you had a car… before,” he said. “What color?”

“It was blue, like a wonderful cobalt blue. With these strange pink blob decals on them. A Ford Escort coupe. Wait. What? I don’t know what a car is, and I definitely don’t know what a Ford Escort coupe means…”

“It’s been a while since you remembered the world before, hasn’t it?” He asked.

“How are you doing that?” she demanded.

“If you stick around, I can make sure you keep yourself.”

“My name… used to be Tina,” she muttered. “What a strange name I used to have.” She stared at her hands for a long time, standing there with her huge moth wings slowly opening and closing, opening and closing. She was literally having her life flash before her eyes, only it was a life that the apocalypse had taken from her.

This went on for some minutes. She’d come into the tavern room full of things to say but had been rendered speechless. When she finally looked at him again, she had tears in her eyes.

“I can keep it all?” she asked.

“That’s right,” he said. “But, you know, you have to keep everything. All the dumb things I did, all the embarrassing things I said, they’re all with me too. You don’t get to select what stays and what goes.”

After some pondering, she gave this a nod of assent. “Okay.”

“Then we have to get moving.”

She nodded once more. “Figglesworth is going to be really upset.”

“I have a history with pissing off shopkeepers, so this isn’t really all that different. Once Rachel gets to the ship we’ll be off.”

He hated to think the only reason he had the felinian on this mission’s crew was because she’d had sex with him, and that boosted his auras using Harem Laird. It wasn’t, obviously. She was good at her job as Rogue (though chances were good he was better in almost every single respect, given how much xp he’d gotten and how much he’d funneled into his skills and attributes). She also had this wonderful tendency to do basically anything he asked, regardless of how humiliating or embarrassing it might be, and that was someone he wanted to have on his team.

He also hated to think he’d invited this fey girl on this expedition because she was an NPC and would help them avoid Random Encounters on their way out toward his parents and the Lucy and Jez solution. But he didn’t hate to think it very much. Instead, a swelling of hope welled up within him that Tinniel's appearance was on account of his wildly high Diamonds and Lucky stats. He was a Master in Diamonds, after all. Although he had never seen the fruits of lucky described by the user interface, he still believed Lady Luck was working in his favor. He’d made a dumb decision or two, made a mistake or three, and so far he’d come out of it remarkably unscathed.

Ash had no trouble using Improved Telekinesis to get him up into the ship when they reached it, and Tinniel could simply fly the whole way, on her gorgeous purple and orange and brown moth wings. She stayed near him though, chattering about a whole lot of her old life. Did you know her social studies teacher from middle school had been called Mr. Huff and he liked to get high on marijuana all the time? So his name, Huff, was funny in a way, because that was what he did. And the boy she’d sat next to in that class once was playing around with her, and tickled the underside of her thigh, and she’d totally gotten all quiet when he did that, and it excited her, but she never told him.

They reached the ship after a good twenty minutes of Tinsel’s inner monologue running at full speed out of her mouth. Ash had chuckled and listened in attentively to the first few anecdotes, but afterwords began to tune her out. He was privately relieved to reach the ship; she’d just gotten to her tenth birthday party, and the games her mom had set up at the time. This was right on the heels of getting so drunk her friend Valerie had held her hair so she could spend something like a full hour puking her guts out in the tub of a bathroom she just did not know.

Waffles met him on the deck of the ship, barking excitedly and pleased to receive pets from him, and then from Tinniel. She was delighted to give them, and then to scratch at his belly. Ash headed straight for the aft castle, which Lucifer and Jezebel had used liberally most of the night.

“You and Jez packed and ready?” He asked.

Lucy nodded. “You’re sure about this?”

“Sure about what? My promise to get you two situated?”

Lucy nodded.

“Of course.” There was no taking back a sacred vow to help your best friend sort out his life, and Lucy should’ve known that. This situation with the baby really changed things in a way Ash should’ve foreseen, and simply couldn’t have.

“This means a lot to Jezebel,” he said. “And me, of course. This world is… you know. It’s different. Dangerous. We just want a safe place for the spawn of my loins.”

“Please always call him the spawn of your loins and never change that.”

Lucy gave him a familiar smile Ash had been missing for too long, and the moment of old best friend familiarity broke his heart a little.

“We’re going to need to get places with the kiddo. But I understand the girls are sticking with the ship?” Lucy asked. When Ash replied that yes, Ashley needed to purge the world of a demonic taint spreading across the land, he lost the understanding expression. “Then… how are we going to be traveling?”

Ash held up what looked like a backpack. “Since all of our supplies fit in the inventory, we just strap on these wings, and—”

“Hold up, hold up. My son isn’t inventory. And you have a dog who I’m pretty sure doesn’t fly.”

“Sure. The baby is strapped to you, Jez, or I guess me. If—”

“We don’t know how to fly these things,” Lucy protested.

Ash bit his tongue. The old Lucy had no trouble driving an absolute clunker of a car across the desert at night to deliver Ash back to his college dorm and later his shitty little apartment. Sure this had been six or eight years ago, before he and Jezebel had been married and of course before Damien, but they’d done it. They called the car the Ass Clown, literally, and the Ass Clown could’ve given out at any moment back in the day. Still, Lucy drove that bad boy with skill and style. It stalled out when he had to slow down on the freeway, and got it going again doing over a hundred kilometers an hour. That fucking thing was a rolling death trap; and he was now afraid of magically powered wings.

“Look, the fey girl can fly also. We’re going to be flying. It’ll be fine.”

Before Lucy could protest, he threw on the wings, clipped the chest buckle and the waist buckle on, and activated them by funneling in a little mana. In a flash the runes lit up all over the backpack in orange against the blue gray of the backpack itself, and the wings popped out. These were like dragonfly wings, and quickly whirred to life. At the base of the wings and the wing tips, little vials of magical liquid glowed to life, green and orange.

In under ten seconds, Ash had lifted off the deck of the ship, pointed his feet out and his head up, and shot into the sky. Had it been initially terrifying to fly these things? Sure. Had he gotten the hang of it long before crashing into the ground? Not exactly. Was he now a consummate professional at the backpack not an hour later? Mostly.

He then nudged his whole body to one side and swooped around in a loop, and tried to make the hardest part look easy. The landing had been tricky, and had required him to ask Ashley for healing several times in a row, but he had almost got it the last four times. Lucy needed reassurance that this would work, and so when he jerked his head up, spread his arms and legs out, and stalled the backpack, he was over the ship’s decking again. Just for safety’s sake, he readied Improved Telekinesis so if necessary he could at least lie convincingly and show Lucy that it was all good, all safe.

For the first time, he was not forced to use his telekinesis spell to land. Still, it wasn’t pretty.

This convinced Lucifer, who accepted the wings and listened to Ash’s short safety demonstration. After a short few minutes he had the wings going and was ready to step off the ship and into the open air. Soon enough he was swooping around, delighted and whooping.

“Awesome, right?”

“Dude, this is so cool! Did you ever imagine in a million years we’d be flying around with magic dragonfly wings strapped to our backs?”

Ash grinned, and didn’t let it falter when the pang of regret and disappointment struck. A few years earlier and the apocalypse would’ve been truly perfect.

When it came time for Lucy to land, he had much the same trouble Ash had knowing when to cut the power to the wings, because they didn’t stop whirring immediately. He was forced to dive down and grab Lucy by one wrist so he didn’t end up plummeting three stories toward a traumatic need for healing.

Another few minutes later and they had Jezebel out in the open air as well. They went through the same rigamarole with the safety speech, how to operate the machine, how to steer, gain and lose altitude, and then the troubles with landing.

Jezebel had trouble, though she too whistled and cheered loudly at the freedom of the whole thing. And while she didn’t end up with a ten point landing, she got the idea of it much better with Lucy’s warnings about cutting the power at the right time. What she did instead was put the wings in hover mode, which Ash hadn’t figured out before then. The wings could indeed beat at a certain speed to allow you to hover, and then she simply cut the power about six feet above the ship’s deck.

The resulting landing did require a little healing; she’d turned her ankle on the landing.

Rachel hated, hated the wings, but she turned out to be a natural. She still despised being up in the air, which was a felinian racial trait Ash found both funny and endearing. She was so skillful, but still wore this adorable scowl the whole time she was flying, and rolling on one shoulder in a painless and perfect landing. Waffles bounded over to where she was crouched, and immediately licked her entire face.

“Tinniel?” he asked.

“I can fly,” she responded simply, adding a nonchalant shrug. She then turned and flapped them slowly as if he couldn’t see them extending far over her head.

“Pretty sure you’ll want a wingpack,” he said. When she refused, he rolled his eyes, shrugged and put the extra pack in his inventory.

“So now,” Ash said, “all we do now is head out with Damien.”

“Wait, what?” Jez asked.

“We strap your kiddo to one of us, and we fly.”

“Um… ship?”

“The girls need the ship in order to do the ritual several more times. There’s a demonic infestation that needs a good scrubbing.”

“They can use these wing thingies,” Jez said, suddenly speaking to him as if he hadn’t considered this.

“I wish they could, but Evie needs to use her artificer abilities to create a mechanism to draw a precisely-sized diagram the size of an entire town and can only do that from a high vantage point.”

Jez didn’t have anything to say about this, and looked ready to tell him that ‘absolutely not, she would never under any circumstances have her tiny baby hanging unharnessed hundreds of feet in the air’ so when he produced the harness Evie had designed, she took a look at Lucy. He already had his hands raised in defeat; he wasn’t going to fight this.

Ash didn’t need to resort to the threat of not fulfilling their quest, thankfully. She watched as Lucy strapped the baby on, then deployed the wings to fly around the town for a short time.

Finally, sighing, she proclaimed that it would be fine. But Ash definitely noticed that he’d just lost 3 Relationship points with Jezebel right then.

Oh well. It was time to head out, and find a proper spot to put an end to their friendship forever.


11- The Source of the Sub

Interesting. As it happened, Tinniel and Rachel got the same quest additions he had, including Lucy and Jez’s quest and the quest to find his parents. Although their quest rewards were nothing like his storyline quests, he hadn’t really expected as much. None of the quest rewards for other people were going to be as nice as when he’d started out. Also, since he was moving away from the tutorial, beginning phase of the game and into a sort of third tier, he knew quest rewards would slowly diminish in quality.

The game always wanted to get its hooks into you by giving you tons of loot crates or achievements right away, and those would diminish after the beginning few levels. He’d gotten a huge bonus for getting all his skills to Amateur level 1. On the other hand he hadn’t gotten, nor was really surprised he hadn’t gotten another achievement for putting all his skills up to Journeyman, or his attributes.

The game auto-accepted these quests but gave him the choice to back out later if he liked, and that was all right. He wasn’t about to dump these quests, unless something cataclysmic happened. The urgency over the blue mage had begun to wear off as events on the ground continued to keep his attention elsewhere, though he still wished he could figure out a way to find her and save her.

They flew out towards the guiding quest arrow, golden metallic things adorned with delicate tracings of filigree and floral designs, hovering in the distance, inside a glass dome like compasses. A hole behind the main arrowhead showed the approximate distance in kilometers: 225 for the new parents, and 268 for his own parents. These weren’t real, instead just a visual indicator of where they needed to go and how far. They overlapped one another for over an hour before slowly parting ways. Both quest arrows had them moving out east, though Rachel‘s soon veered further southeast.

The landscape grew rocky as they went, with large floating boulders, distant skyships, and a few concerning monsters in the deeper distance. One of those monsters appeared to be a mountain for a number of minutes, before Ash caught a definite shudder of breathing and a twitch of a town-sized tail.

Although it was still green below, he was growing cold from the altitude, and weather was approaching. They were trying to stay relatively low, but due to floating islands couldn‘t manage it well. They called a halt and landed on a large, low floating island about an hour into the journey.

He ended up being right about Tinniel’s endurance; within an hour of getting airborne, they had to stop while she got the glider backpack situated. Or rather, they had to stop while she slumped on the grass, retched from exhaustion of it, dry heaved a few times, then collapsed on her face and lay there in a heap of her own destroyed overconfidence.

Although Lucifer and Jezebel somehow looked stunning with elf clothing and hair untouched, Rachel was as wind-blown as he felt. She was blinking out the wind, and he definitely understood from his own watering eyes. He wished they had Evie here to whip up a couple of pairs of flight goggles.

“I skipped past the Random Encounter,” he said. “It was a dungeon.”

Both his best friends just nodded, while Tinniel extended a single thumb up from where she sat, head between her knees and gasping for breath. This set Rachel off laughing, and Lucy joined in. Ash chuckled, shaking his head.

He called a long break, summoned Waffles out on this cool rock to frolic and amuse the baby, and with the intention of taking Rachel aside.

Ash manifested Waffles. This involved touching the slowly rotating magical tattoo that existed on his chest of a stained glass waffle, with the dog’s head in the middle of it, and funneling just a touch of mana in there. Waffles leapt out of Ash’s chest and onto the twin rut dirt road, tongue already lolling, and pranced around a few times before drawing up to his side. Tail wagging, Waffles received friendly attention from Rachel, who lived just beside and behind him, and Zirennia, who called him over for a couple of ear scratches.

Tinniel lost her mind.

“Oh my goddess,” she bubbled, immediately crawling over to the golden retriever, still exhausted. “Ash, what’s this? Who’s this good boy? Why did you keep him hidden away?”

“Uh… this is Waffles, and he can’t fly.”

She was unable to keep her hands off the dog. “Who’s a good boy?” she cooed, ignoring the fact that they were all soaked through. “Who’s a good boy? You are! You’re a good boy. Your person gave you a terrible name, but you’re still the goodest, bestest boy there ever was, yes you are.”

Ash had only had Waffles for about a month now, and was learning as he went. The initial summoning hadn’t been very clear on what would happen, aside from the ability to mentally command the familiar, experience life through its senses, use it as a platform for extending auras, and eventually cast spells through it.

Him. The dog was a male.

What he was discovering was that Waffles also had his own personality, and it was that of a golden retriever: gentle, affable, slow and plodding. Back in town, once the ritual had concluded and purged He Who Slumbers, the people had been enamored with Waffles, and he’d passively allowed almost a dozen children to climb on him, pet him, scratch his belly and ears and chin, and even play with his face or pull his tail. Ash now figured it was a good thing he hadn’t chosen a different dog breed.

Waffles had his own stats, but Ash didn’t like to look at them because although he knew he wasn’t a real dog, it felt so nice to just have a steadfast companion to pet any time he was feeling like he needed that. Sure Waffles could bark out a Fireball or a Tsunami, costing you 50% extra mana, but Waffles could also rest his head on your leg and stare up at you with soulful, dark eyes. In apocalypse times, the latter was almost more important than the former. Everyone had had their own difficulties coping with the new reality here, and Ash’s were mainly psychological. Everything had changed. And although nearly everything was better in this new world, sure, there was comfort in the known. Nostalgia had its own definite purpose.

He used the distraction and Tinniel’s adoration to draw Rachel off. Away from the others, he asked Rachel, “I have to know.” Or rather, he told Rachel, because that’s who she was, and who he was learning to be with her.

“Have to know… what?”

He pointed at himself, at her, at himself again, at her, and then down at his crotch. “I have to know.”

Her hair stood up a little in a way that told him she was embarrassed to be addressing the elephant, or rather the submissive tendencies, in the room.

“It was my best friend,” she said.

“Your best friend a guy, or your best friend a hot dominant lesbian freak?” he asked, grinning. This was going to get awesome.

At first, Rachel’s best friend was a tragic figure, growing up hard after her father was conscripted into the Aelerian military just a few years ago, and was presumed dead. After she’d taken a job as a bodyguard and her charge had been killed, she’d been forced to take on work as a mercenary with some truly repulsive people. They’d been trying to keep away from disreputable work.

At this point, Ash produced the spork and twirled it around his fingers. Rachel stared at the shiny little piece of plastic for several long moments, then blinked.

“What was I saying?”

He shrugged. “You were going to tell me about your friend.”

“She’s good people,” she said. “She uh… she kind of got me into the mindset I have now.”

“The mindset where I tell you the default mode is no panties unless I say otherwise, and any time I say the word panties directly to you, you give me proof you aren’t wearing any.” Then arched an eyebrow pointedly at her until she got it.

She balked, again cute and embarrassed, until finally she turned and flipped up the back of her skirt to show off her lack of panties, facing away from the others. Then she turned, burning with embarrassment, and smiled weakly as it came to him. He grinned.

“She was the one who turned you into a little sub?” he asked quietly.

“Don’t say it like that,” she said, and blushed all the more. Her tail flicked back and forth in a way he still couldn’t read, but it wasn’t the full fluff of an angered or scared cat, so he took it as a good sign. “She and I went to a lot of clubs, and I played wingman a lot while she hooked up with a lot of different guys. And sometimes girls.”

“And you didn’t, huh?”

She shrugged, still studying the grass on this floating island. “Someone had to be the designated driver.” Leading to a mental guesstimation that Rachel would then be in the apartment or house while her roommate would be hooking up. Rachel then confirm she would have to listen to everything through the walls. The friend wasn’t quiet. The friend was probably performing for Rachel’s benefit at times.

It sounded less like she was a submissive and more like she was used to being someone’s doormat. He promised himself he wasn’t going to abuse her, and grimaced. He hadn’t done anything so publicly embarrassing or humiliating as to draw a crowd, and she hadn’t told him no, which wasn’t exactly an indication he was blameless.

“I want you to understand something,” he told her. “You need to decide on a limit, and you need to tell me when I’m about to cross that line, okay?”

She regarded him strangely. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Like if I push you too far, and you decide that no, you’re not going to do whatever insane thing I’ve ordered you to do.”

She grew somber. “Don’t hurt me, Ash. If you raise a hand to me, I’ll… that’s it.” She grimaced, half a smile this time. “Aside from spankings. I like them. Jesus.”

“I just have to know when that’s about to happen, and I’ll make sure and not do it.”

She nodded.

“We can have a safe word. When the line comes, and I’m ready to push further, and you’ve reached your limit, you say the word, and I back the fuck off. We, I don’t know, evaluate what happened and how we can avoid getting to the line in the future. A word we never would say otherwise. Like asparagus.”

“Succubus,” she said.

“Succubus it is,” he told her. “Now come give Ash a hug.”

She smiled and melted into his arms, nuzzling his neck. “I don’t want to be punished like Netsu,” she muttered. Although apparently spankings were not just on the menu, but a favorite appetizer to be ordered up and enjoyed often.

“Pfff,” he said. “No problem.”

“Good.”

“Just don’t misbehave and you won’t be punished.” He followed this with a firm swat at her backside.

“Oh no,” she groaned, and nuzzled his neck. “Is it bad that I really enjoyed that?”

“So bad,” he confirmed, and pulled her close. “Now tell me more about your best friend.”

“While we…” He rubbed his crotch against her abdomen and she moaned out.

“Just info about your friend,” he said. This was probably going to get hot and heavy, and he was here for that.

Rachel’s roommate had once taken on a couple at the same time, and it had been so loud she’d masturbated while listening to the threesome happening just a wall away. Another time her roommate had just started sucking her hook-up’s dick in the back seat while Rachel drove, telling Rachel to watch the road. She hadn’t even gone into the apartment before fucking the guy right there in the backseat, while Rachel fled into the apartment, dripping.

Another time the roommate started in on her boyfriend in the car but started blowing him as they’d gotten in the door. Meaning Rachel, who always came in the door after her roommate, was left with the choice to remain in the hallway and watch her friend suck cock, or get real close and edge around her, close enough to touch.

At that point, the roomie’s boyfriend had made the most awkward hard eye contact, grinning at Rachel. He’d then whispered that if she wanted to join she could. This led to the roomie chuckling and saying Rachel would suck his dick if only he ordered her to. When he didn’t seem to have the guts to do that, her roomie had ordered Rachel to stand there and watch. Which she had.

Domestically her friend made her do the dishes and the grocery shopping, but was generally thankful and cool about the chores. She’d pat Rachel on the head, hug her a little too long, or give her little spanks of appreciation.

The night outings wore on, and led to her loudly demanding Rachel get in there and watch her get pounded vigorously. For several weeks, she’d clutched herself outside roomie’s door and tried not to masturbate, but failed several times, and several times peeked in on them going at it.

“I probably would’ve ended up joining them if she’d stayed with that boyfriend,” Rachel said, “but the apocalypse happened.”

As the information about Rachel’s good friend went on, he found himself clutching her bare ass beneath her skirt, and her rubbing his crotch through his jeans, and then to her on her knees fishing him out of those pants, followed closely by an extended blowjob. She really knew her work, here, first getting him quite hard instantly, before making it clear she could get him off if she just tried a little harder. She took the orders he gave with only a glance over her shoulder at the others. Tinniel’s eyes were firmly fixed on the two of them, while Lucy and Jezebel were nowhere to be seen. They were probably transformed into alligators and off doing it in the alligator position.

Soon enough her head was bobbing away and she was slobbering over his length with her extra long, extra rough felinian tongue.

“Are we doing this for our new girl?” she asked, in between sucks, and he guided her back to her work while luxuriating under her ministration.

“Would it bother you if we were?” he asked, then groaned at her tongue work. She really was, out of all of them, the best at this. It had a lot to do with that inhuman tongue.

She shook her head just a fraction of a centimeter, then pulled free like his cock was a popsicle and licked it again before speaking. “It’s pretty hot, the idea that you’re building a team of girls who can’t resist this. Mmmm.”

She didn’t need to be told to get back to work, but she did shiver when his hand fell on the back of her head, and she sucked in his full length while raking her tongue over the bottom. “I don’t know about her,” he told her. “Honestly it’s surprising that this whole situation exists.”

There was no earth in which he could simply tell a woman to suck him off in front of any others, let alone someone who might soon sleep with him.

Tinniel was staring in rapt fascination. Had she never seen sex before? Maybe she hadn’t seen it happen in public. To be fair, they’d flown over portions of the former United States that were as conservative as they were puritan, so it was possible he was dealing with not just a virgin, but a prudish one.

Still, she had agreed to join him, and she hadn’t turned away in disgust. Rachel was the second of his group she’d watched him engage with.

“You’re quite good at this,” he said, and stopped her with a hand on her forehead. “I don’t want to finish before I begin.”

He knelt and pushed her back so she sprawled out on the grass, and crawled between her legs, skirt flipped up, and soon got a good taste of her. He’d eaten out all of the others except for Netsu, who hadn’t yet earned the privilege, and was pleased to feel the differences between her and, say, Evie or Ashley. She was furrier but far wetter.

“I’m going to need you to be loud about this,” he told her.

“No problemohhhhhhhhh!”

He found a trail of matted fur spreading slowly down the inside of one butt cheek, but went to town anyway. She was so, so wet for him.

“Oh!” she shouted. “Oh fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. Yes, right there, right… there.”

With one finger inside her, he told her, “And no orgasm until I say so,” before heading back to her slippery, very hot sex.

She made a plaintive sound so pathetic and so wonderful he nearly gave her permission right then and there.

He was having so much fun with Rachel that he nearly forgot his intended audience.

A glance at Tinniel found her somewhere between horrified, fascinated, and mesmerized. She was kneeling now, thighs clamped together around one hand, like she had caught herself in the midst of trying to masturbate and was locked in a battle with her own body. One part of her was determined not to keep going, while the other was worming a finger down over her sex, trying desperately to get off.

Rachel’s loud cries brought him back to reality. He’d been licking her on autopilot for several minutes, and it seemed like her wails were as much torture as they were pleasure.

“Are you ready to cum?” he asked, knowing the answer but wanting her to shout it anyway.

“Yes!” she yelled, like it was obvious to anyone who wasn’t deaf and blind, mixed with a cry of pleasure. “Yes! Please.”

He drew up and positioned himself overtop her, then told her “Now,” just as he popped the head beyond the confines of her and sank in deep.

The resulting groan of ecstasy was almost as intense as her bucking hips. She bucked, jumped, shuddered and groaned as though she were in actual pain. It went on for some seconds, the full body shuddering and writhing under him, the begging him breathlessly to stop, wait, it was… it was too much.

Like with Mizu, he had no intention of stopping. Unlike Mizu, she climaxed hard enough to almost disengage him from her. He had no intention of breaking this heavenly connection, so he slowed down.

“Oh man, that was…” she trailed off, unable to finished.

Ash had just gotten started. He’d paused after fitting himself into the velvet confines of his new submissive slave girl, loving the orgasmic shockwaves and what they did to his cock. He was really starting to enjoy the idea and sensation of having an audience.

Grabbing onto her hips, he really started giving her the business, and taking his time to enjoy both the astonishment on Tinniel’s face and the sound of Rachel losing herself to the pleasure. She had her legs wrapped around him after just a few seconds, and her arms wrapped around his neck a few seconds later.

He drove down deep, loving the liquid silk feel of her insides, and the way she was really following his directions.

“Ohhh! Ohhh Ash!” she cried. “Ash, please... let me…”

“Go ahead,” he hissed, and this time continued with his pounding for her second climax. She thrashed just as much as before, yelling and twitching for long moments.

“I want it,” she begged. “I want it… inside.”

He didn’t have very much control, what with her legs wrapped around his waist. With long strokes, he finally gave in to the impulse to cum, and dumped a huge load down deep. Rachel’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she made a satisfied sigh.

“Oh my… I can feel it. It’s so warm.”

Ash didn’t let up until a good half an hour later, bouncing back and going for it again with Rachel in a variety of positions. They ended with her up on her hands and knees. Tinniel’s resolve seemed to slowly wind down, and Ash found that eye contact at her caused her to back off and pull away. So instead he focused on the task at hand, and tried his best to drive Rachel out of her mind with pleasure. He finally succeeded when she slumped down onto the grass, in the light rain, doing nothing but twitch and spasm.

When he was finished, Ash carried Rachel back over toward the other two, princess style, and set her down next to the fey.

“First things first,” he said. “We get you equipped to help out. We’re going to have ourselves a Random Encounter sooner rather than later.” If they were lucky, Lucy, Jezebel and little Damien were going to go full NPC soon enough, and insulate them against Random Encounters. Until that happened, she needed to be ready to help out.


12- Definitely Imagining Things

Tinniel was presently an NPC, but that was already changing. She had taken quests, after all.

When she finally had her wits about her and could sit up, he addressed the situation and found she was indeed now a PC with a basic action deck. She was Beginner level 1 as a Caster, meaning she had the basic heal and attack spells Ashley had when the whole apocalypse began.

That wouldn’t do. He quickly rummaged through the low level consumables she had, and got her Staves, Wands, and Spades leveled up to Beginner 3, then got her a few uncommon spells into her action deck, including the Telekinesis he’d ended up with after having sex with Rachel on the ship’s deck. She was able to throw in some decent spells, though he wasn’t thrilled with having two casters and a Rogue in the party.

Until Lucifer and Jezebel proved to be anything but an anchor around his neck, they were the quest givers and no more.

Tinniel suggested she would also be just fine firing a bow, if that would help. This sent the three of them off on a hunt through their respective inventories to search after something more martial. Ash would still have to tank with his Dragonscales, but they swiftly found Tinniel a set of decent cards to make her a Ranger. She had a rapid reload skill, the ability to befriend animals, quick shot, an enhanced speed buff, and the ability to generate arrows just by spending mana. The generation process wasn’t a quick one, but she didn’t need quick. Several dozen arrows would suffice for a battle.

After that, she had a pair of fey cards, one called Mesmer and the other Blend In. The former gave her the power to trick somebody of x Clever or lower, and alter their memory of the interaction, while the latter made her semi invisible in a fight. This second one was perfect for a Ranger, especially one who needed to keep the focus off herself and on Ash.

Soon enough they had a couple of decent low level uncommon cards for martial classes and a few specific to Rangers: Power Shot, Speak with Animals, Herbal Remedy, Quick Shot, and Multi-Shot. She had over ten cards pretty soon, specializing in ranged combat. She stared down at the action deck in a sort of horrified fascination he found cute, mouthing the words.

They then took a few minutes to get her used to the sensation of drawing and playing ability cards.

“You’re going to need to draw and play as fast as possible. A round is only about six seconds, but it sometimes seems like you can do more in a round than just one thing.”

Tinniel regarded him with wide, terrified eyes, like she was already seeing her own death. He opted for cheerful and light-hearted. She needed a morale boost as much or more than his shitty lessons. A teacher he was not.

“Just stay behind me and off to one side, and shoot a lot of arrows.”

Aside from being struck dumb watching him get busy with Rachel, this was the first time he’d seen her with little to say. Instead she just muttered over and over again, “Behind me, shot a lot of arrows.”

“We’ll need to get moving. We’re due another Random Encounter soon and I doubt we’ll be able to skirt past all of them.”

Tinniel wore a dazed expression, but it wasn’t the right time to get into her business about what she’d just experienced. The rain was intensifying, and they needed to be back on their way if—

The notification struck a moment before Tinniel disappeared in a blur and a flash of feathers. Ash had enough time to identify the creature: a hippo-griff. Another one of them clamped claws onto his shoulders and ripped him off his feet a second later.

Rachel was on the ground, or else she’d have been snatched up as well, but that didn’t stop the big bastards from trying.

You’ve been caught in a Random Encounter!

Ash laughed at the unnecessary UI pop up notification, and surveyed the first four cards available to him. He wasn’t about to try taking out the one who currently had him in its talons, because he had no intention of falling to his death, but he could help the two who were still on the ground.

There… he grabbed Improved Telekinesis and flung the one stone hippo-griff away from Rachel. He slammed it into the other. A good look at the things told him he was looking at a dinosaur version of a griffin: the hippo face with the big round maw and the surprisingly terrifying tusks, the beady eyes, two enormous wings of flashing feathers, and finally four stumpy hippo legs ending in very avian claws. The stone part of stone hippo-griff meant that every bit of them, from feathers to flappy little ears, to claws was made of some kind of stone. These two were different types: one lighter gray and the other a layered sandy color.

Stone Hippo-Griff (Expert threat, beast, earth elemental)

Stone animated by pooling local mana has taken the form of creatures borne of people’s minds. These two are the unlikely mesh of a flying creature and one never meant to do so, wrapped in a form seemingly unsuited to flight. Hippo-griffs are fond of horse flesh like griffins, and fiercely territorial like the hippopotamus.

HP: 180+/180+

MP: 10/10

SP: 1260/1300

Weakness: elemental wind attacks

Resistances: elemental stone and fire attacks

Special abilities known: Dive Bomb, Seize, Swoop, Air Cutter, Head Smash, Bulldoze. To expand any of these special abilities, click on them.

The one he’d thrown crashed together with the other in an explosive crack, something like a hammer smashing into a tile floor. Though they were far from dead, the action gave Rachel the time she needed to grab up her daggers, and hopefully for Lucy and Jezebel to be of any use for the first time ever. It was probably too much to ask for, but… there, Lucifer turned into a huge owlbear and started swiping at one of the hippo-griffs. Before he was turned away from the action below, he saw Rachel rise, nude, and leaping this way and that, striking with two daggers glowing different colors.

***

Tinniel was screaming, and the wind was mostly ripping them away, but not completely. He caught the very ends of a lot of her ragged, terrified shrieks. She wasn’t wrong to be terrified; she was low level and on her first ever adventure. These weren’t owlbears lumbering this way and that. Well, this was what she got for stealing a card from her boss and going on an adventure with a Bard who was less into the sort of performances she thought Bards were into, and more into the sort of performances Bards were famous for.

This gave him time to chuckle while putting on Boiling Blood, Dragon’s Blood, Sorcerer’s Blood, and Replenishing Aura before the hippo-griffs deposited them near one another on a high cliff, atop a floating island that was little more than a jagged boulder.

Several more of the creatures crept around from behind the knife-like shards of rock, these ones obviously babies by the look of their patchy stone feathers.

Stone Hippo-Grifflets (Journeyman threat, beast, earth elemental)

Stone animated by pooling local mana has taken the form of creatures borne of people’s minds. In baby form.

HP: 80+/80+

MP: 10/10

SP: 500/500

Weakness: elemental wind attacks

Resistances: elemental stone and fire attacks

Special abilities known: Head Smash, Bulldoze. To expand any of these special abilities, click on them.

“I’ve got you,” he told her. Although he had built up his aura skill with Harem Laird, Tinniel wasn’t under the umbrella of the buffs, since she hadn’t slept with him. Still, Boiling Blood was a potent defense that would knock these birdies for a loop if they got any closer, and did cover allies like her. Just not as much as they would Rachel.

In the meantime he had Arcane Lance.

The violet energy condensed into a cone of power at the end of his outstretched hand, and he felt the now-familiar sensation of the mana draining out of his body as the projectile left him and speared the nearest baby hippo-griff in its ugly face. It went flying from the Force damage, already near death, but flapped its way back onto the tiny floating island and bellowed at them in pain and fury.

“It’s arrow time,” he told his fey ally, and unleashed Tsunami to bash into the other two creatures. Thankfully Sorcerer’s Blood gave him a huge damage bonus, because not only were they knocked back, they took as much water damage as possible.

He knew stone creatures would take less damage from fire attacks, but there was nothing for it. He’d just have to chip away at them, spell after spell. Luckily he had on his Replenishing Aura to regain lost mana. So for now, it was Fireball time and again. In the meantime the hippo-griffs used a skill called Bulldoze time and again to harden themselves up, increase resistances, get temporary hit points, and shrug off any conditions put on by his spells. Or they’d use Dive Bomb to close the distance in a blink.

Tinniel wasn’t ready for this kind of action, not yet. She gaped at the creatures as they took spell after spell, then closed in on and jabbed their beaks into Ash. The one who’d been lanced with the purple cone of energy actually killed itself attacking him.

“Arrows!” he shouted, and she flinched. Finally, she got the idea and drew out an arrow, then nocked it and frowned.

“Which one do I—“

“Pick one and fire!” he snapped, harder than he’d meant to.

She did, and it wasn’t the best choice. She had an explosive arrow that would work a lot better. This one flared into bluish flame, but the ice left coating the stone skin of the creature shattered and fell away.

Ash had a bubble shield of mana up a second later, when one of the parents swooped around and dive bombed them as a punishment for not being an easy meal. Its beak pierced the bubble shield with a resonating crack of low thrumming energy coupled with an ear piercing crash of broken glass. It drove into his shoulder for 4 damage, which was perfect. Its beak exploded and it was sent rocketing backwards from the force of Boiling Blood’s retaliatory damage. It was far from dead, but it was neither happy nor an actual threat to them. Just as importantly, a copy of Dragonscale and Fireball each appeared somewhere in his action deck.

The two remaining babies reached the bubble shield a second later and began pecking it to death.

“Keep firing!” he called.

“I—”

He clasped her by the shoulder and used Elemental Blast to smash one of the babies in the face with a gust of wind. Without looking. He was staring Tinniel in the face. “You can do this. You have to.”

This ended up being a Hearts (Tough) check and the success worked wonders. He watched as her terror fell away, or was stuffed down beneath a hard veneer of hopeful resolve. She nodded once, sharply, and nocked another arrow.

“Exploding shot,” he told her.

Several exploding shots, a fair number of spells, and two Bard abilities later, they had disposed of the hippo-grifflets, along with another of the adults who had returned to check on whether the hatchlings had successfully consumed their meal. From there it was collection time, with Ash scooping up only a single caster card and a 15 coin card, while Tinniel grabbed the rest. She hadn’t done that much of the work, but he outpaced her by so much that it hardly mattered. Only two of the twelve reward cards were uncommon, and neither of those were useful in any capacity to him. To be fair, none were useful to her either, save a common copy of Rapid Fire.

Tinniel didn’t need to cling to him in order to make their descent, but she did stay awfully close while he used Improved Telekinesis to facilitate his own descent. He was getting low on mana and didn’t want to walk into another combat situation at half mast (or half depleted on mana anyway), but he now had the extra added bonus of his hilarious cape, which could give him a full boost of mana if he needed it. He actually hummed a little tune while using the new slate of cape abilities off to one side of his UI, to resurrect the wind blast version of Elemental Blast using stamina instead of mana, and caused one of the beasts to swerve out of the way before diving maw-first into Tinniel.

He was prepared to handle the entire fight, if needed, but healing up his friends would be a costly enterprise.

His fears were unfounded though, since Rachel, still nude, was finishing off the second rock monster with the help of a clothed Jezebel. Jezebel, hands on knees, was panting and shaking her head.

“They’re rock, and they fly,” she managed between big gulps of air. “That’s hardly fair.”

“Rock monsters should stay on the ground,” Rachel agreed, eyeing her blades dubiously. Then she seemed to remember she was fully nude and cringed at him.

“It went well?” he asked.

“Not even close,” Rachel said, but smiled. “This psycho detonated an explosive Druid spell like five feet from both of us.”

“It does the most damage,” Jezebel protested.

Jezebel had finally done something to help. Gods be praised. Ash wasn’t sure if he was more shocked they had helped out, or that Jezebel had been on the ball instead of his best friend.

“Shit… You’re very fucking lucky I dodged away from the worst of the blast.” She spun, and showed off a slightly scorched ass, with the tip of her tail blackened. And what an ass it was. Instinct told him to whistle, but he reconsidered. Surprising all of them, Jezebel did the perving for him.

“Nothing some salve won’t handle,” she replied, “especially if it’s expertly applied by the right person.” Half-closed eyes rose up Ash’s mostly nude form. “I might need some as well… applied internally.”

Then her eyes flicked to her husband and she blanched.

“You’re all so… so horny!” Tinniel blurted.

“That’s not inaccurate,” Jezebel replied, and reached up to run a several fingers over one long ear.

Wait… were the ears erogenous zones for elves?

“You should see Evie and Ashley,” Rachel remarked idly. “Those two can’t keep their hands off him.”

“Or each other,” he added. “When we were on the spaceship, Ashley was on all fours, and Evie was fist deep—”

“Oh my God!” Tinniel blurted, making a face.

“It’s almost like he is a god,” Rachel added softly.

“Not even close.” Ash snorted. “Let’s put some clothes on and get to the nearest town so we can recuperate and spend the night.”

“In bed?” Rachel asked.

It was Tinniel's turn to snort. “Unbelievable!”

Jezebel seemed to come back to herself when her husband and child lumbered into view, along with Waffles snuggled protectively against them. They were tucked up against the back of the area where a boulder jutted out and gave a hint of cover from dive bombing stone hippo-griffs.

“They’re dead?” he asked.

“Yes, dear husband,” she said, and grinned. “Ash and his girls did most of the work.” And then probably Ash imagined it, but her eyes slid over to him and her smile brightened by just a smidgen.

No. He definitely imagined it, he told himself.

“Let’s go find Ash’s parents,” Jezebel said. With any luck, he could save his mother and father, and resettle his best friend’s family in the same place. And with a tad more luck, they’d be easy to find.


13- Exploiting Weaknesses

As it happened, his parents weren’t so hard to locate. He had a compass with a tiny glass jar in the middle of it, and in the glass jar sat a readout of how far away they were. Presently 85 kilometers. Flying the Wind Runner, they’d have been there in under an hour.

The wingpacks weren’t doing nearly that kind of speed. It would be nearly two hours of continuous flight without stopping for that, and he was betting they’d see another Random Encounter or two before that happened. In the meantime, combat was over, he was up a bit of XP for his next Journeyman levels, had banked a little bit of Attuned and Wands experience fighting the Stone Hippo-griffs, but surprisingly also got some leadership experience in Tough, Hearts, and somehow, in Charming as well. He had gained Relationship points with Tinniel, only to lose them, but grabbed 200 xp towards his classes he would have to regain before moving that needle any further.

Her Relationship status and the xp gained was less important than keeping her alive, at this point. If he had to order her around during combat, that’s just what he’d have to do.

He needed to bank some more of that nice bonus sexperience if he was going to have a chance to combine the Not a Fighter copy Tinniel had just provided him.

Congratulations! Using your crew to initiate another of your new crew members into her possible future as an Ash harem member? Gutsy move! Let’s see if it pays off. You’ve received the following rewards:

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

*Repeated sex with this partner: 1,000 xp +1 uncommon reward card

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

*Indulging two partners’ kinks kinks at once: 5,000 xp +1 rare reward card

*Performative sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward card

Total: 10,000 xp, 1 rare and 4 uncommon reward cards

The rewards were both intriguing and disappointing. He received two Cut Diamonds, which he immediately combined into a Polished Diamond. These still didn’t make any sense, but they did reignite his curiosity over whether or not they could be used in some way he still couldn’t imagine. Aside from that he got a Cut Opal, and an uncommon item, a Hand Crossbow he promised he would give over to Tinniel. Although it seemed good at first, it still required an entire action to reload, or multiple actions if you were under a certain level of Fierce and failed the check. The last one he got was called Mistform, a rare Sorcerer spell for turning into a cloud of vapor. During that time you were more difficult to see, impossible to damage with normal blunt, slashing or piercing attacks, and you could float or phase through near solid matter. It was something he didn’t see using much in combat, especially since he was supposed to be the tank of this little team, but he would hand it off to Zirennia to add to her spell list in her spellbook. He wasn’t sure how much xp she’d get for doing so, but anything was better than zero. Overall, a perplexing haul.

The terrain grew more heavily wooded, and rolling hills gave way to the first of many jagged toothy mountains. It was like something straight out of those paintings of ancient China here, with mist wreathing the bottoms of some mountains, and the stone more often sandy brown than the gray of the Rockies he was familiar with. A lot more trees too, and less permanent snow capping. That soft rain had intensified into a downpour, obscuring most of the landscape, but he simply followed the compass until he hit the first of the death rays.

One second he was flying straight, and the next he heard a blaring klaxon announcing he had better turn the hell around and vacate the area or face obliteration. The glowing, floating devices filled with humming magic convinced him it was wiser to halt and do as instructed, so the four of them headed down to the ground and discovered a well-used cart track leading towards several sodden, surly guards just outside a nice, dry guardhouse.

The rain began to slacken by the time they touched down and approached on foot.

Now, to Beaver. While Tinniel continued to lavish praise on Waffles and lightly chastise him for not introducing her sooner, they neared the town. Still 35 km away from where they needed to be, it was sodden going, so they all agreed to stay the night here, freshen up, make sure they had means to heal without Ashley, and get moving late the next morning.

Beaver was little more than a handful of buildings in a misty valley, surprisingly not on the nearby floating islands. Those all sported odd devices, some of these large vats of glowing liquid, others with glowing crystals set into things that looked to have been invented by Nikola Tesla, and two with no visible means of power, but were just catapults or ballistae somehow balanced on rocks only slightly bigger than themselves.

Due to the defense systems in place, they were hailed a good kilometer outside the town limits and let through by guards questioning their intentions, credentials, and character. No, they had no intention of belittling the good name of Beaver, Utah. No, the confused guards had no idea why they were calling it Beaver, because the town’s name was Bevandria.

Ash suppressed a smile and thanked the spork both for the name of the town, and the commotion it was causing. He wondered how long it had taken for people to lose themselves to their new lives in Bevandria, and to leave Beaver, Utah behind.

Yes, the travelers knew that violence would end them up in a lock up, or targeted by the defense systems. Yes, they had money to pay for any accommodations and food whilst inside the town. Yes, they could pay a ten coin fee to enter the city to help bolster the defenses and keep the guards fed. Each.

They moved on, though Tinniel frowned and looked back at the guards. “Isn’t that the literal definition of highway robbery? I mean that’s what it is, isn’t it?”

She had an amazing way of saying a lot of words without actually saying much. The chatter didn’t annoy him as it might have the old Ash. It was sort of like the near-constant touch of Rachel on his left or Waffles on his right gave him a sort of social force field, and his capacity for this kind of thing was heightened greatly.

“We’ll be okay,” he told her, and was silently thankful he could pocket money after all this time, after the Wind Runner saga had ended. He had no wish to find himself on the wrong side of those bounty hunters again, that was for sure. Monsters like the hippo-griffs usually only had a few abilities to use, and didn’t work well in teams. He doubted very much the orren and the other bounty hunters would be so unprepared against him if they ever showed back up. They wouldn’t be sitting idly at Journeyman 1 or 2 either.

Fingers crossed that their jobs were more important than their sense of vengeance.

Tinniel dropped her line of questioning, but then gushed about every sight available to behold. She marveled at the defense systems, she talked about the cute kitty cats and the adorable doggy woggies in the streets.

A tavern room secured and a quick bit of drying off later, they were ready to explore Beaver. Or Bevandria rather.

Bevandria seemed quite idyllic, which was a refreshing change. Ash caught the scents of freshly baking bread, rich and savory stews, and the rich, heavenly aroma of coffee.

“Coffee,” Rachel said, with appropriate reverence. “Coffee.”

Following their noses, they found themselves in the first ever cafe in the world so far. A few coins lighter, they all had a seat at a booth, with Waffles curling up between their feet. Tinniel soon had her shoes off and was petting him with her feet, then soon after that ducking down beneath the table to snuggle him.

Rachel arched an eyebrow at Ash, smirking, and he just shrugged. He didn’t need to bed the fey girl. They could survive this just as they were.

The first sip of coffee was so strange and so refreshing he nearly forgot all about the issues, drama, the quests. No still-missing parents, no future abandonment of his best friends, and no still-missing blue mage. The only things he needed to worry about were right here in front of him.

Eventually Tinniel joined them again. “I leveled up to Beginner 3 already.”

“Excellent,” he said.

“I mean I’m not thrilled about going around killing poor little hippo thingies and their babies, but it was really easy to level up.”

It was already getting slower for Ash, but he didn’t mention it. No need to bring her down. “Have you placed your attribute and skill levels?”

She shook her head. “I wanted to ask about it because you basically, you know, you guys gave me all the cards to use and you’ve been doing this over the last two months, so you know more about what you’re doing, so I’ll take your advice.” She stopped and stared. “Okay I’ll shut up and let you tell me what to do.”

They had a chuckle over this and sipped at their coffee in between bites of flaky bread.

“You’re headed toward being a Ranger,” he said. “You’re going to need perception and accuracy, so I’d put your skill levels into Quick, Sly, and maybe Clever. You’ll want Staves for identifying problems and knowing more, and I looked up the bow skill once upon a time. It was Staves again for short bows and Spades for the longbow.”

“I’ve got a short bow,” she said.

“Correct. You might be able to manage a longbow while flying… up to you. That will give you range and accuracy. Short bow for speed and mobility.”

“You can fly,” Rachel said. “You want the short bow. Just fly out of range of anything menacing and pepper it with arrows. Get behind Ash.”

“Or just away from enemies,” Zirennia added.

“My hit points went way up,” she said.

He nodded. “You’re going to get pretty tanky, hopefully more than me, which is good. You’ll be number two hit taker behind me soon. And if you want to enhance that, I’d go with Tough after Quick and Sly.”

She nodded. “All right. Do I want to enhance that?”

“I’m a Rogue, and Ash is a Sorcerer and Bard, so yeah you do. You want to be able to take more punishment than us.”

Tinniel looked down at her tiny body, with her moth wings and her creamy skin, then back up at them, then down at herself again. “Uh… okay? Sure, I guess.”

They burst out laughing.

“How do we grab more levels and experience then?” she asked.

“It’s either fight and adventure, or…”

“Or you sex your way to becoming a superhuman,” Rachel said, grinning behind her coffee.

“I was going to say Zirennia has jer learning card from you,” he protested, rolling his eyes at his sex slave. Tinniel did not need further reasons to make disgusted faces at him. “Maybe there’s something for Rangers.”

After some small talk, which consisted mostly of anecdotes about coffee shops and cafes from the old world, they returned their mugs and gave the gnomish proprietor smiles and plenty of thanks. They then left the coffee shop with the intent of finding their new Ranger something like what Zirennia had, which would give her experience for doing non-combat actions. Although Tinniel was low level and she wouldn’t likely be able to equip such a card without much improved stats, it was a worthy investment anyhow. Random reward cards came for classes they didn’t have, items underpowered or unneeded, and seemingly useless gems.

They headed to the local card shop, which was also different from what they’d experienced in other towns. The shop itself wasn’t anything remarkable, but each table area had a menu of sorts, constantly updating with magic ink. It was a lot like the old tablet computers, where you could tap on the name of a class and pull up all the cards they had available, or tap on a specific card and get its details. He was able to get a list of Sorcerer restricted spells, along with base Caster spells, Wizard spells, Warlock spells, and even weirder sub-classes, like Necromancer, Illusionist, Abjurer, Evoker, and so on.

“I need one of these,” he said. “It’s like a Pokedex. Or a card catalog anyway.”

He did a deeper dive into Warlock, to figure out how they differed from Wizard or Sorcerer, and found they were pretty similar to Sorcerer both in cards they employed and method of casting. Wizards had a vastly larger array of spells they could go through, but Warlocks and Sorcerers both went off a mana pool. The difference was something called Patron’s Favor, which he didn’t understand just from this menu. Warlocks back in Spellcraft had a patron, but it had only been ornamental to the game; you could go anywhere and do anything. That said, the patron gave you certain storyline quests that sorcerers didn’t have. You were trying to save the world from bad guys while doing weird tasks for your patron. Patron’s Favor probably had to do with performing quests for your patron in order to get either mana, access to reward cards, or better xp. It didn’t matter, yet, and hopefully they wouldn’t be getting another Caster added to the team.

They weren’t here for this, but it was good information to have. It was nice having Tinniel here like this, able to fill a role in the team, though for now she was far from ready. With that in mind, he went over the Ranger abilities.

Rangers had had something called Exploit Weakness, which wasn’t for sale. Rangers automatically generated these as they fought more and more types of creatures.

Exploit Weakness came in a whole lot of different types: giants, orcs, goblinoids, dragons, insect swarms, infernals, oozes, beasts, and the list went on. Still, although it wasn’t for sale, it was easy enough to bring up the description of the card.

Exploit Weakness: Giants

Special Ability (common)

Passive: this card provides a +1 bonus to hit and damage against Giants, even after its Active ability has been used. Note: This bonus stacks with other Exploit Weakness opponent types.

Active: Use this card to mimic a previously used Ranger Special Ability that costs stamina. It costs 1.5x the listed stamina cost.

You must do combat successfully with 3 different types of Giants to increase this card’s rarity.

It turned out Tinniel now had a copy of Exploit Weakness: Elementals and another for Beasts. She seemed surprised to find it in her deck, which gave him a chuckle. He then instructed her on how to manage the UI in order to get the notifications she wanted, ignore the ones she didn’t want, and look at her action deck in detail.

“That’s… good,” she said.

“Very,” he said. “You’d be able to use your Exploding Arrow again, and you’d be doing extra damage if we ran into more hippo-griffs. Double extra damage.” When she showed him the card, it had all four elements on it, in symbols he recognized from a children’s television show from the before times, and he noted that the increased rarity trigger read: You must gain xp successfully with 2 different types of elementals to increase this card’s rarity. It didn’t read ‘do combat with’, meaning she might be able to gain xp off them just by intimidating or making social checks against them, like trying to charm them for purposes of befriending them.

“You think there’s a good chance of fighting more of the stone hippo babies?”

He shrugged. “This says elementals, so we could come up against water, air, or fire creatures too, and it would work just the same on them.” Hell, it might work against Netsu and Mizu. It didn’t specify monsters, but said ‘opponents’ and that was telling.

“Cool!”

They did find her a Ranger specific xp card, though it looked far less impressive than either his or Zirennia’s bonus xp cards. This one was called Way of the Wilds, and granted bonus xp for tracking, setting traps, being vigilant, spotting ambushes, befriending animals or fighting against creatures with which she already had an Exploit Weakness card available. There were a lot of xp triggers, but they were all pretty niche. Still, they traded in basically all the cards she’d gotten off the hippo-griffs and got her a decent amount of in-store credit with the local nellwyn dealer. Ash paid the rest in coin and a couple of gems.

“Do you have items here?” he asked, but was informed that the item card shop was at the other end of the market square, in another of the town’s dozen buildings.

“I can’t believe this,” Tinniel said, reading over the card again. “I won’t be able to equip this for ages. I have to be at least Amateur level 5 before I can even put it in, but Staves and Clever both have to be Journeyman 3. Lame.”

He shrugged. “Stick with us and we’ll get you leveled up,” he told her.

“Outside the town,” she said. “Rangers only level up well in the wilderness.”

While that was true, Ash leveled up well just about everywhere.

Tinniel regarded him soberly. “You’re not going to, you know… are you?”


14- Multi-faceted

Ash regarded Tinniel after they’d reached the items shop. He let her stew in the vagueness of whatever she’d just insinuated. He was pretty sure he understood what she was getting at, but he hated beating around the bush.

“I’m not going to… what?”

“Use me to get experience points?”

“You’re not a dish towel,” he said. “I’m not gonna wring you out for a few drops of water. That’s not how it works.”

“Are you sure? Because here’s what I see… you’re surrounded by gorgeous girls and all of them laugh about how you, you know, bone them on the regular, and they’re all okay with doing it with you, and I guess doing it with each other. And like, that’s not me. I’m a one man girl.”

“I was too, until this whole thing started.” In truth he wasn’t entirely sure how he’d gone from two girlfriends to seven, but there they were. It involved a quite spirited little nellwyn being down to fuck basically any and everyone, and wanting to surround him with a phalanx of gorgeous women.

“So I’m just saying, you don’t have to try putting the moves on me. It’s not like you’re an ugly guy or an asshole or anything. You seem nice, and you’ve got muscles. And your… your equipment you’ve got, it’s fine.” She was blushing. “It’s too big, but that’s not even what I’m worried about.”

He let her keep right on trucking. It seemed like the more prudent course of action, to just let her talk it out.

“I’m not even worried about pregnancy. Isn’t that weird? I have this little button in the menus and windows and things, it says I can just turn your sperms into mana, I mean a guy’s sperms, not your sperms in particular. The guy whose sperms I’m interested in having in me.”

He started chuckling, and she grew tense.

“What?”

“You just said sperms entirely too many times.”

The flush she’d been experiencing spread down the sides of her neck and over the tops of her ears, and she ducked down into herself like she was a turtle, or like he was going to punch her or something. He considered telling her that he would naturally resize to be exactly what size she needed, and he might even grow wings to transform into a fey for their sexual encounter, but figured it wouldn’t help. She was adamant.

“You don’t have to worry. We can get separate rooms and everything. You’re right, honestly.”

“What do you mean? Right about what?”

“I have a lot on my plate, girl-wise. Like a ton.” She blew out a long sigh in response to this, which sent him laughing again. “Is it that much of a relief?”

“I mean it’s like, you said before, but I believe you now.”

It wouldn’t be hard to seduce her, all things considered. He could boost his attributes and skills with one or more of his Bard abilities, give her a disarming smile, and watch her soak through her panties in a heartbeat. It felt like cheating though, like he shouldn’t be able to.

“We have bigger worries,” he told her. “Let’s focus on what matters, and if we get caught by a series of ultra powerful bounty hunters, maybe I’ll pull you into a dark alley and pretend to make out with you so they think we’re just some horny lovers, instead of who they’re looking for.”

She stared at him, and finally twitched a smile. At last, she said, “All right. Deal.” And, get this, she thrust a hand out at him.

He took it, and feeling silly as hell, shook her hand in a neighborly manner. Like they were talking about who would mow the shared strip of lawn between their two houses and how often, instead of whether or not she’d be joining his growing harem by spreading her legs for him.

“Now, you can have this hand crossbow item, or we can go find you something specific.”

“Specific, please.”

He nodded. “You got it.”

The item shop was a near identical version of the class ability card shop across the market, with the menu leading from class to weapons, armor, accessories, and other. Pretty soon they had an Arrow Generator that produced not just arrows each minute until it reached two dozen, but randomly produced arrows with elemental effects several times per hour. It wasn’t quite an excellent item, but it was far better than what she had, and the shopkeep was willing to take the Hand Crossbow in trade, plus 5 coin.

The little gnomish inspected the card carefully, proclaimed it undamaged and basically mint condition, then snapped it into a glass case so it wouldn’t get frayed corners, creases, or damage to the holographic bits.

“Question for you,” Ash said.

He had the gnomish shopkeeper’s attention.

“I have me a series of gems.”

“Don’t take gems as payment,” the gnome said.

“I was wondering if there’s another use for gems,” he said. He considered talking about an old video game, and why he thought these might be useful instead of simply being used as coins, but knew it would sail way over the tiny guy’s head.

“Don’t think so. I’ve seen plenty of gems come in here, and none of them been used for anything but mounting on necklaces and rings.”

Ash tapped his lower lip. “You got any gems then? I’m looking to upgrade this Polished Opal.”

“After polished you get a superior gem. You really want a superior opal? I can see what we have in stock.”

While he stepped out, Ash picked up a Gold Necklace and looked at it. The card itself was empty, without a single effect. It wasn’t magical in any way. After the name, it had the type (jewelry), the rarity (uncommon), and the durability (149/150). Of course it also had an illustration of how the necklace looked like on a fair maiden.

“You want to adorn your girlfriends and make sure everyone knows who they belong to?” Tinniel asked, a bit snidely.

It wasn’t a terrible idea, actually. They weren’t slaves in need of a brand, but he bet they sure would like some jewelry as gifts. The problem was, he’d have to buy all of them the same gift or risk revolt. Different gifts and they’d start demanding which was the most valuable, like he was playing favorites and one of them had to be the top of the heap. Nope, he would get them all identical gifts or nothing.

“What is going on in your teensy little brain right now?” she asked, in an amused and hushed tone.

Something else was happening in his teensy little brain, and he hoped he was correct.

“Okay, we have ourselves a Polished Opal,” the gnome said, then froze. Clearly he was concerned that Ash was going to try to steal the card, but the relaxing of his posture meant he understood Ash was only looking, he was right here, and he wasn’t going anywhere until his questions were answered.

They didn’t have unlimited coins, but enough. He bartered several common item cards away to bring the price of the Opal down, then paid the rest off.

“I want to test something now,” he said. “If it doesn’t work, I won’t be buying the necklace… if it does though, I’ll take it. How much?”

The asking price ended up being a hundred and twenty coins, which was fair, he supposed. By spending a few mana, he brought the necklace out of card form and had in his hand a thin, strong chain of gold, along with a diamond shaped pendent. He enjoyed the way the chain pooled in his hand for a moment before holding it up, and getting the pendant hanging down. Then he took the Superior Opal in hand and examined it.

The gnome was watching with his full attention now.

The illustration of the gem made it appear to be something like a rainbow in stone form, with veins of orange and aquamarine with flecks of green and milky white. When he fed mana into it, he full expected nothing to happen, but only a tiny bit of mana did the trick, and the gem appeared in his hand, smaller than the head of a toothbrush.

Immediately a UI message appeared.

You are about to slot Superior Opal into this Gold Necklace. Superior Opal will be consumed. Gold Necklace has one gem slot. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

+25% unholy resistance

+3 meters to holy aura range

+10% effectiveness of holy spells and special abilities

+10% hit points

This process is not reversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

“Ohhhhhhhkay,” he said, and immediately regretted selling off that ruby back in Mexicali. Then he clicked No, took out his Naturally Occurring Diamond, the common rarity version, and fed a few points of mana into it to wake it up.

You are about to slot Naturally Occurring Diamond into this Gold Necklace. Naturally Occurring Diamond will be consumed. Gold Necklace has one gem slot. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

+5% all resistances

+1% hit points

This process is not reversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

No, definitely no on this one. No wonder the ritual to purge the taint of the demonic entities in the town cost four Polished Diamonds. If he could get a single Superior Diamond, or whatever was above Superior, he would have something really powerful.

“How did you…” the gnome asked.

Ash rifled through his inventory and brought up the only other really nice gem he had, a Superior Obsidian. It was a gorgeous gleaming ebony, with flecks of white here and there, and soon became a large cut gem in his hand, round and sparkling.

You are about to slot Superior Obsidian into this Gold Necklace. Superior Obsidian will be consumed. Gold Necklace has one gem slot. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

Once per day, fade into shadows and reappear out of another shadow within 10 meters

+10% chance to succeed at a physical Sly check

+10% to critical chance when wielding a dagger

+100% to critical damage when wielding a dagger

This process is not reversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

Here he pressed Yes and watched in fascination as the obsidian flashed out of existence and reappeared in the necklace’s pendant. Tinniel made an appropriately awed sound.

The Gold Necklace turned back into a card, but it had changed titles. It was now the Shade’s Heart, and had upgraded from uncommon to double rare.

He turned to the gnome and produced his coins card, which was getting pretty low by now. “I’ll take it.”

***

They made their way out of the shop in silence. Stunned and awed for the both of them.

“Did you know that would happen?” Tinniel asked.

“I had an inkling.”

“Nice of the shop owner to give it to you for free,” she said.

He chuckled. “I probably just gave him some thousands of coins worth of new items to make. He knew what I was doing the moment I started doing it.”

”It was incredible.”

“And more importantly, I have other inklings. I’d like your bow, if you would,” he said.

When she produced it, he fished out the Superior Opal and tried again.

You are about to slot Superior Opal into this Simple Short Bow. Superior Opal will be consumed. Simple Short Bow has two gem slots. Slotting this gem into this item will result in the following properties:

+3-6 life drain on all arrows fired

+12-40 damage against all unholy creatures

+10% chance to inflict necrosis on a target

+increased durability

This process is not reversible. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N

Now he had some serious choices to make. Go get her a better bow? Give this kind of thing to one of the other girls? Wait to level up the gem?

“If I do this, you’ll need to promise to stay with the party,” he said. “No bugging out and joining another adventuring party that isn’t headed by a sex freak, okay?”

She laughed. “Just so long as you keep your word.”

He grinned evilly at her. “Whatever do you mean?” And then fell back laughing when her eyes widened in fear, before she got that he was joking.

“Really though, are you sure you want to do this?” she asked, and started listing all the other ways the opal might be put to better use. It might go into a piece of armor, and they didn’t know if the jewelry effect was the same as the armor effect. It might do better in a different weapon. Mizu and Netsu were both powerful warriors who could better use the gem effects. It turned out that, since she was the bow’s owner, she could see the empowerment effects in her UI just as he could.

In the end he decided to hit Yes. Tinniel had several things going for her. One, she was woefully underpowered. Two, right now they didn’t have a healing option and life drain was incredibly powerful, especially at low levels. Three, they might end up fighting unholy creatures and most of the girls already had a couple of tricks for those. Four, she was right here, right now, with him. That meant she needed a better head start on success, because he was bringing her into far more danger than a lowly Amateur would otherwise see.

Among the other cards he had, he found a Polished Ruby, and this only added +4-7 fire damage to every shot, a 5% chance to inflict the burning condition, and lowered enemy resistances by 5% on top of that. She readily agreed, then threw herself into his arms as soon as he handed the double rare short bow back to her.

She hugged him tight, thanking him several times over, but then disengaged and stared hard at him from her place in the bear hug.

“This wasn’t your ‘bang the fey free’ card,” she told him.

“I’ll somehow survive with the seven other women who’ve been throwing themselves at my feet,” he said drily.

In the end, they had a good laugh over it, and he figured out that he needed to put the Deck Erector in with only gem cards. He had only uncut, naturally occurring gems, but that wouldn’t last long.

All the others went into Rachel’s inventory for now.

He found her in the tavern, wringing out sodden clothes in front of a roaring blaze. The rest of the patrons here crowded around the fire in various states of nudity, slapping soaked clothing onto the stone floor to let the fire dry them. Ash counted more than one young lady shy away from eye contact as he surveyed the room. He felt flattered by their inability to look at him.

“Where’s Lucy?”

“Up in the room. Dead tired,” Jezebel replied. “Baby kept him up most of the night.”

“So…” he said, and looped the necklace around Rachel’s neck, then clasped it. “This is for you.” Then, pointing at Jezebel, he said, “And no getting upset about this. It’s a Rogue-specific item, and we’ll find something for you I’m sure.” If it ended up being necessary.

Jezebel beamed at him, blinking several times. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked sweetly. “My husband is the one who gives me jewelry, Ash Phoenix.”

He narrowed his eyes and grumbled at her, which sent her off on a laughing fit.

“Ash?” Rachel said in wonder. “What the hell? Where did you… where did this… holy shit.”

She leapt into his arms, and he noted a lot of eyes snap to where she was now wrapped entirely around him, tail swishing back and forth. She was purring, too. Loudly rumbling from deep in her chest, and nuzzling the side of her face into his neck.

“To keep it, you’re supposed to put a ring on it,” he said. “But the gem was too big for a ring.”

Now she jerked back and stared into his eyes, hard. She climbed back down off him, yet held him by the shoulders. A string of emotions flickered across her face in rapid succession, and they nearly caused him to laugh, but he didn’t want to ruin the moment.

“I’m not… we’re not… right here, are we?” she asked him, and eyed the room warily. Still, her chest was heaving and now her tail was flicking back and forth in agitation. “I’d have to say succubus.”

“It’s because you mean a lot to me and I want you to to have my back,” he told her. “I can order you around sexually later.”

She seemed to deflate before his eyes. “Oh, thank fuck. I don’t know if I could handle doing humiliating shit right now.”

“You two are awfully cute,” Jez said. “Does she really do anything you ask?”

“I haven’t crossed any uncrossable lines,” he said.

“Yet,” Rachel added, not breaking eye contact.

He had a growing ember of unease about how this conversation was going, and didn’t want to pursue it further.

“And Ashley doesn’t mind you two… getting together?” Jez asked anyway.

“Nope,” Rachel said, and flashed an indulgent smile at the elf Druid. Then she molded herself against Ash’s body. “I’m… his.”

“Let’s grab some food,” he said. Any way to break free of this conversation, please and thank you.

“I can’t get over the name of this town,” Jezebel said. “And hey, did you know that the internet isn’t gone?”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“All the knowledge on the internet. It’s still available.”

“How is that possible?” Tinniel asked, and shot up fast enough to get the attention of basically the whole tavern.

Jezebel threw this off with a dismissive shrug. “I have to use a knowledge spell, like scrying, in order to get at it, but I can find maps of the old world, and zoom in on them and everything.”

“I don’t see how that’s helpful,” Rachel said.

“But it is totally amazing,” Tinniel corrected.

“Guess what this used to be,” Jezebel asked, but didn’t wait. “The Beaver Creamery.”

Ash chuckled, while the other two groaned.

“And did you know Beaver had a Beaver Canyon Park?” Jezebel asked. “Totally real place. I didn’t just make it up.”


15- Ariella and Kirith

The UI had a new gift for him when he was in the middle of trying to seduce a fellow adventurer at the tavern. The pop up took him by surprise.

Congratulations! Although it didn’t require sex, and perhaps because sex wasn’t requisite here, you have pushed your Relationship with Rachel further than you may have anticipated. The gift of a necklace with abilities specifically tailored to her class, and she now understands you didn’t simply purchase it. Had you done so, she would have been appreciative, but now it is much more appreciated. Further, she now understands the gem could have been set into a weapon or armor and kept, or given to another.

As a result, you have gained a large number of Relationship points all at once.

*Relationship rewards: +16 points, +1,600 xp applied to your classes. You have moved from Close Friends to Intimate Friends with Rachel, +5,000 xp applied to your classes.

+6,600 xp has been applied equally to your classes.

Directly on the heels of this came the following message.

Congratulations! You have leveled up! Sorcerer and Bard reach Journeyman level 6. You have unspent attribute and skill levels. Tap here to begin applying them.

“Whoa,” he muttered, and vowed to save his attribute and skill levels for the time when he slapped his two copies of Not a Fighter together to make it… whatever it would become.

“What’s that?” The lizard girl and her friend the angelus asked. Meanwhile the other three members of their party apparently weren’t keen on having him working on their buddies. A lot of glowering and scowling was going on behind their backs, and directed at him. Ash cheerfully ignored it. He had taken out an entire repossession team of Journeyman adventurers; he could handle these guys if push came to spells and swords.

“Got some unexpected experience points. Sorry. Tell me again about the tomb with the drow spider monsters?”

He did a Staves (Clever) check and made sure he wasn’t being overconfident now.

*Lizardfolk, Knight— Journeyman level 5, Monk — Amateur level 4

*Angelus, Spectral Sword— Journeyman level 6

*Dwarf, Knight — Expert level 1

*Half-human half-elf, Warlock— Journeyman level 1

*Orren, Mauler — Journeyman level 6, Pilot— Amateur level 5

*Drow, Cleric— Journeyman level 1

Would you like further information on any of these adventurers? Click on their race or class for more. Common action deck abilities for these classes can be found under their classes.

Ash didn’t think he’d end up fighting any of these people, but getting a measure of their capabilities was never a bad idea. You made sure you were a good driver, and then accepted the fact that sometimes what happened was beyond your control; some people were just shit drivers and you couldn’t protect against everything. It was much the same here. He wouldn’t go looking for a fight, but one might find him anyway.

He was also going to try and see if he could go without using the spork in this situation. Sure he and his ladies knew the world hadn’t always been like this, but Tinniel hadn’t, and these people were unlikely to have a spork of their own.

It was also fragile, with only a single durability point, and he had no wish to lose his connection to his past life just because someone freaked out when presented with their actual past life.

Secondly, it would be interesting to see what the new reality did to people’s lives and stories. If anyone seemed like they were especially unhappy, maybe he’d unleash the spork’s power on them and remind them of who they used to be, but not just yet.

The Expert level on the dwarf surprised him, but shouldn’t have. He could easily be an Expert Sorcerer by now, if he hadn’t funneled most of his xp into his skills and attributes. He doubted the dwarf would have but a couple of really high level cards, or skills or attributes for that matter. Given Ash’s Harem Laird, he’d been able to specifically channel tons and tons of sexperience into making himself a seemingly low leveled powerhouse.

The dwarf was also a Knight, meaning Ash could just stay away from him and he’d be basically useless. If he ended up with a movement power that might change things a little, but not so much.

A few of the other classes also gave him pause. He figured a Mauler was just a punchy guy without much of the finesse or options of a monk, and looking at the common abilities made that very clear. Mauler was just a heavily tanky monk without the mobility. Pilot made sense, if he had cards specific to maneuvering or gunnery for his sky ship. Spectral Sword also intrigued him, and the list of common abilities further intrigued him.

The Spectral Sword was something like a swordsman, a duelist, and something like a necromancer at the same time, with a hint of cleric. You could infect the soul of your opponent. You could make a blade out of your own soul, or the incorporeal body of a ghost or shade, which would ignore armor, and you could summon ghosts or banish them. Souls could be forced to sooth wounds or clear conditions. He hoped it wasn’t easy to recruit souls to do your bidding.

They probably thought he was trying to poach them for his own team. Actually, he hadn’t seen an angelus yet, and rather enjoyed the softly glowing yellowish white skin, the soft halo of light surrounding her head, and the completely white eyes without pupils or irises. Her hair kept moving as though it was being softly blown by a fan, though the tavern had no hint of a breeze whatsoever.

If he was being honest, he wanted a little Beaver Creamery, in the innuendo sense.

The lizard woman was another oddity he was interested in. The lizard girl was built like a gecko: long, lender body with an equally long, slender tail, though she had dainty human-like scaled hands, big glossy alligator eyes, and a mouth that literally stretched from one side of her head to the other. She was a knight and monk, so she had ‘strategically placed’ armor: arm guards full of curve knife blades, equally dangerous looking shoulder armor, a sort of codpiece he didn’t have a name for, thigh plates, and finally spiky knee covers. She had her two weapons, shredder claws, slung at her belt on a strip of tied leather.

Both he was keen to try sleeping with just on principle, but he kind of wanted to see what a lizardfolk had, anatomically speaking, and this one was really just a sweetheart, so he was a bit on the fence regarding the idea of seducing her. He was on a Vegas trip in a way, where no questions would be asked, and anything that happened out here stayed out here.

They had the wrong names, too, which he loved. The angelus was called Kirith, which clearly suited the lizard girl, and the lizardfolk’s name was Ariella. Clearly wrong, but beautifully, perfectly wrong.

He laughed at their rendition of getting stuck underground in the drow cavern, packed into a small cavernous room they chose as a place to stay the night, where only two of them could lay side by side while the other three had to stand awkwardly, ‘keeping watch’ but really just unable to so much as sit down.

The angelus and lizard girl were both instantly smitten, which put the other four off even further.

“I love it,” he said, slapping his knee. “Especially the part where your orren just pretended to be a boulder at the entrance.” He passed a Cups (Charming) check against all the others save the orren, and kept himself from smiling a little too hard.

Ariella the lizard girl’s claws hit the table too loudly, and she bolted straight up in her seat. “You should join our team!”

“Is that right?” Ash said, bright smile and hands open.

“We could use another caster, and we’ve never had a bard with us,” Kirith added. “What do you play?”

In point of fact, it was usually the other way around, with the ladies playing the skin flute, but that was too crass to mention in polite company, and he had a crazy feeling the guys wouldn’t take too kindly to that.

“A little of this and that,” he said.

“It doesn’t matter what he plays or how well,” the Dwarf finally groused. “We’re not taking him on.”

The two other male members grunted their affirmatives.

“I’m afraid I already have an adventuring party,” he said. “They’re about the town presently, training and shopping and such. I was merely wondering what sort of legendary journeys you veteran adventurers had been up to.”

“Coulda asked any of us,” the orren grated. This one wasn’t just the spitting image of the enormous slab who’d attacked him back in the first infested town they’d liberated, he could’ve been the other one’s twin.

“I hope you’ll forgive me if your ladyfolk here were up at the bar ordering when I was up there, and we struck up a conversation.” And the four male members of the party were so standoffish as to be active jerks.

“Can you play us a little something?” Ariella asked, eyes huge and pleading, ignoring the glares Ash was getting from her so-called friends.

The UI didn’t need to tell him that she was the much more willing and available one. Her excitable manner told him something about the party dynamic.

He would one hundred percent take Tinniel to bed, maybe transform into a fey in order to have flying-around sex, if she was down for it. For sure he could go for some of that, but in the absence of that, he could really use a little distraction. With all three girls going to look for some other jewelry, he could stretch out, flex his Charming and Hearts, and see whether any of these ladies would like a roll in the hay.

But Tinniel had made it clear she wasn’t available. Or she wasn’t yet ready to share him with other women. Or she was horrified of the idea of being with a half-orc and half-drow.

“I think we can manage that,” he said, and produced a lute.

And then he hoped like hell this would work. See, Ash hadn’t played much guitar in the last five years, and he’d never really played very well anyhow. He’d done a stint in late middle school and then high school where he’d joined what you could only loosely call ‘a band’ and he’d been the bassist. Arguably the easiest position in the band, and he hadn’t been that good at it. Still, he knew what the strings did, and he had moved his fingers around on the frets a few dozen times before being moved to the drummer position. It suited his build far better anyway, but this tavern wasn’t the bongos and beat poetry sort.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” the Dwarf complained.

He plucked a couple of strings and searched around the UI for the skill he would need for this kind of thing, but it sounded off key, and all four of the male adventurers scoffed. Soon though, Arcana (Quick) gave him a decent result and he started to make the lute emit something sweet and a bit melancholy: a song celebrating the beauty of a lost lover, perhaps.

As soon as he could, though, he used Jack Be Quick to give his performance skill using Arcana the same rating as his Diamond skill, which he’d just boosted to Master level.

It turned out to be just what he needed. The music coming out of the lute grew somber, gorgeous, and mysterious, like a smoky-eyed woman you just met in a bar who was probably bad for you. Ash’s fingers plucked out an intricate melody, walking that smoky-eyed woman up to the listener and having her run a finger down their chest. Over the next few minutes, he had her grab the listener by the tie and drag them back to her place for some aural sex. Next to him, Ariella and Kirith both closed their eyes and sighed. Even the three disgruntled adventuring companions seemed to soften up on hearing him play.

He finished off after a good eight or ten minutes. It could’ve been half an hour for all he knew, since he blissed out and just relaxed into the music, letting his fingers dance in a way he hadn’t been capable just a few months ago. Or, hell, just a few minutes ago.

The lads softened to him after this, and they all chimed in with their experiences in the drow caves. They’d leveled up quite a lot there, but had come within a hair’s breadth of death quite often.

From there, the ale started to flow, and he found Ariella leaning toward him again and again. Kirith played the coy, slightly standoffish one to Ariella’s more desperate act. The fellas all gravitated toward Kirith, which made a lot of sense, which made Ariella’s attention on him all the more naked. He enjoyed the attention from both of them, though Kirith’s attention made much less sense.

“Hey Ash,” Kirith said in a slightly drunk and suggestive tone. She was really putting on a sultry look, and glowing more brightly than ever. “How about—” But a very drunk Ariella cut her off.

“I could tell you about my clan’s territory on the delta,” she suggested in slurred tones.

“You could? That would be lovely.”

“It’s too loud here,” she added, and Ash noted the flick of attention he got from Kirith. Really? He found himself surprised at the interest from her. None of the guys could satisfy her? “We could head to my room.”

“I… sure.”

“Just to have a discussion,” she insisted.

“Just for discussion,” he confirmed, face blank and blameless. “Scout’s honor.”

The moment they got on the staircase and hit the first landing, she pressed herself up against him, eyes already wet with tears.

“What… is happening?”

“I’m so sorry,” she blubbered. Cool, a quick one-eighty.

“Sorry for what?”

“Sarem, Jareth, Quanny, Rune… the boys, they’re going to try and kill you.”

He hugged her tight, and although the UI warning went off in his periphery, he ignored it and comforted her. “Don’t you worry,” he told her. “They’re not going to try and kill me. I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.”

“No, you don’t understand,” she managed, through the sudden flood of tears. “They… they always…” And then further speech wasn’t possible.

He simply helped her up the stairs, but got only two steps further before Kirith called out to him. He noted the glowing face peeking out from the bottom of the stairs.

“Hm?” he asked. “Help you?”

“Hey there handsome, where you going?”

“Up the stairs,” he said.

“Oh, uh… you guys okay?”

“Sure thing,” he said, and gave her a blithe smile.

“You’re not… there’s not… everything is okay?”

His user interface was going crazy with first a Wands (Sly) check and success, followed by a Wands (Clever) and a Staves (Sly) check. He ignored them, having figured out roughly what was happening here before having it slapped in the face.

“Everything’s great. Ariella was just going to tell me about her clan’s history up in the room, where we could have a chat in relative peace. The great room is pretty loud.”

“Oh,” she said, and followed this with a confused blink. “So there’s nothing… else?”

He offered up a blithe smile. “Nothing else. Unless you also want to have a nice nightcap, maybe with some coffee in it, and hear about Ariella’s clan history, which I’m sure you already know. You’re welcome to join us.”

Her brows knitted together. This wasn’t how their grift went. “Ohhhkay,” she said at last, and hopped up the stairs.

“What’re you… doing?” Ariella asked, wiping her eyes free of the tears.

“Helping you up the stairs,” he said, and finished doing just that. “Now I’m asking which is your room, seeing you have the key here… so now I’m helping you get into your room. Admiring the room now. Nice room. I like the fact that these taverns don’t just have buggy straw-filled burlap sacks for mattresses, and look here, there’s a table with a pair of nice chairs exactly suited to our purpose.”

He continued narrating all the completely innocent activities he was up to: helping get Ariella in the smoking chair, heading to the small but well-stocked wet bar, and adding a shot of brandy to a coffee, offering to mix one for a thoroughly-confused Kirith, and asking Ariella if she wanted a moment before she told him anything about her clan’s history and current status.

“Now that we’re all here and I’ve closed and locked the door,” he said, turning to stare at the angelus, “do you want to tell me what the grift is, and why Ariella is so certain I’m about to die?”


16- Showing Her How It’s Done

The angelus stared at him, mouth opening and closing, dumbstruck by what was a shakedown gone wrong.

“Here’s what I assume the deal is,” he said. “You’re universally sought after by any and every man who ends up at any tavern you’re in. Some idiot chats up you and your friend here, and he makes the mistake of offering to take you back up to his room. Then, you either cry rape or you let the boys in, somewhere in the middle of having the idiot’s hands on you, and the three big boys come to the rescue. Probably the cleric stays out of sight so he can heal up any injuries that happen. The three in the room threaten to kill the idiot unless he empties his inventory or coughs up some amount of goods to free himself from the trap you’ve caught him in.”

Those eyes of hers, for not having anything but glowing yellowy-white light, sure did reveal a lot. He passed another Staves (Sly) check and waved it away. He didn’t need to be told he was on the right track.

“Now before you tell me whether or not I’m right on the details, because I’m definitely right in broad concept, you’ll let me guess why it went wrong this time.”

He pointed a finger at the angelus. “You’re either in a relationship with one or more of the males in your group… possibly all of them?” He wanted to take a second to see if she was even fucking the walking rock in the party, but waved that away. He didn’t care. “Anyway, here’s poor Ariella, only ever considered for the tanking, and the damage output she brings to the table.” She was a monk. “She probably also serves as an emergency heal in the event your cleric gets put out of commission.”

“You… talk strangely,” Kirith said.

“You lie badly?” he retorted, before he could stop himself. “Now, here’s the thing,” he lied, “I have the drop on you. I’ve activated all my auras and buff spells, and I’m going to launch a devastating spell at you before you can let the boys into this room. So, I’d think twice about whether or not you want to sacrifice yourself to make this robbery go off right. Here’s the other thing: all five of you have been absolutely atrocious to your lizardfolk companion here. I would bet every time you’re in a tavern she spends the whole time overlooked, or if anyone comes on to her, you use the person making advances on her your mark. You turn up your angelus charm and scramble his brain.”

It was very Netsu, but without any of the stealth, manipulation, or lying to the Mizu in the group. Ariella was wailing now.

“That’s… that’s not…”

“It’s true!” Ariella shrieked, then collapsed onto the table in a fit of wordless sobbing.

“Okay,” she said, and held her hands up to ward off his Sith lightning attack that would never come. “Okay, we’ve done… something like that. But it’s not like we just do it all the time.”

His UI lit up to tell him she was lying. Ariella sobbed and cried out all the more, and at this point slid bonelessly out of the chair down to the floor.

“How many times?” he asked.

“Four.”

“The system informs me that you’ve just lied to me.” Her eyes shot open all the more, almost comically large now. “How many times?”

“F-f-fifteen I think,” she stammered.

“Did you know these rooms are magically shielded to keep the occupants safe? How do you get around that?”

“We disable the shielding because we have the keys,” she said.

“How many keys for Ariella’s room?” he demanded.

“Just the one.”

He had a dark thought, and hit her with Not a Fighter. It succeeded handily. Better than handily, actually.

Critical Success! Kirith Sun-blessed has failed her Cups (Tough) check against you, and with your critical success from Diamonds (Lucky) the duration for Not a Fighter has given you the following:

*The duration has become one hour, unless action is taken against the target to make them an opponent.

*Kirith Sun-blessed has gained the condition paralysis.

He marveled at this for a moment. This was one of the very few times he’d seen Diamonds and Lucky show up in his UI notifications. Like Lady Luck in Discworld, Luck was an elusive thing, and if you talked about it, it disappeared.

It took a little time for Ash to help Ariella up off the floor, get her seated, and get some coffee and brandy into her system. She shook off the effects of alcohol easily enough, being a Monk and having that ability, but she was still pretty unhappy.

And in the meantime Kirith shivered from her place near the wet bar, eyes locked on him like he was the incarnation of death itself and was coming to reave her soul.

“You can stay with them, if you want,” he told the lizardfolk girl. “They seem like a bunch of assholes. I especially don’t like the idea of using a guy to trick him out of his stuff. Fourteen or fifteen times?”

Kirith flinched but otherwise didn’t move. At least she felt some contrition, even if it required to be terrified out of her mind.

“And you’re welcome to join my crew. You just need to be ready… my crew is a pretty odd bunch.”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“I’m the only male member of my adventuring team,” he said, ignoring the usage of the word member. “I have, uh… more than one girlfriend. It’s complicated. But you have to know two things. One, you’re welcome to sleep with me, provided you’re okay with me sleeping around. Two, you’re not obligated to sleep with me at all.”

She straightened, showing off a long and slim torso. “Sleep with you?”

“You weren’t really inviting me up here to talk about your clan history, were you? I mean eventually I’d like to hear it, after I find out what you’ve got going on beneath that armored codpiece there.”

“Y-you want…”

“Your friends are waiting outside this room and they want to take all my stuff and threaten to kill me,” he said. “Your friend here, the asshole, really wants to open the door and let them in, but she’s frozen for a good little while. So what I’d like to do is take all your armor off, give you a nice massage and get confirmation of what I think your scales feel like.”

“M-m-massage?”

His smile was reassuring and his tone gentle. “And then if you’re feeling good, maybe I can give you a little more than that.” He coaxed her up onto her feet with a single touch to her hand. “Just say no and I’ll climb out the window. You stay with your crew of extortionist teases, who fuck men out of their stuff instead of fucking them.”

The first of her armor pieces thunked to the carpet, followed by another. Vambraces down, she dislodged the thigh plates and their attached knee covers, then the breastplate. Finally, her fingers hovered around the codpiece.

“You mean it?”

“I’m attracted to you,” he said. “Enthusiasm and honesty are sexy. So are your eyes.”

She made a tortured half-squeal and half-giggle.

He removed his own shirt, then his pants and underwear with her staring in wonder. “As you can see, I’m only armed with this simple club,” he told her.

She sighed out a long quavering breath. “Your m-muscles…wow.”

Ash was now Journeyman level in Fierce and Expert in Tough. The half orc part of him made him broad in the shoulders, building in the muscles, and nearly two meters tall, while the drow elf part of him made him hairless and a stony blue gray color, with a short white mane of hair and black eyes. He had shed the fat the old Ash had from excessive drinking and lots of carbs.

He held out a hand to her, and at last her resolve solidified. The codpiece fell away with a flash of mana, and a few seconds later she was out of her loincloth and loose-fitting shirt.

Ariella was like a massive gecko in most ways: flat head, huge eyes, wide mouth, elongated body and tail. However, she had strong humanoid limbs ending in pretty human-like hands, and definitely not human-like feet.

“Have a lay down and we’ll get your stress all massaged out,” he said, and threw a smile Kirith’s way. She hadn’t moved, except that one hand had drifted up to her mouth. The wretched expression hadn’t changed.

She was warm and firm under his hands, and pliable. Her scales were small, tightly packed and glossy smooth. She made appreciative noises before he even started. She cooed and went ‘ahhhh’ and began squirming with just a few light caresses.

“I like your coloration,” he told her, directly in her ear hole. Then got to work kneading and plying at her strong, warm body. He found her to be a delight: springier than mammal flesh, but not hard and unyielding like Netsu’s body. Like Mizu but radiating heat. She definitely wasn’t cold-blooded, and definitely was hot to the touch.

She was a bright spring green in most places, with a squiggly line of the most brilliant orange he’d seen outside of magic

“Mmmm,” she moaned, and then let out a long and shaky sound he realized was an orgasm. “Ohhh, mmm, uhhh, f-f-f-fuuuuuuhh…”

“Did you just climax?”

“S-s-sor—”

“Don’t be! That was incredible.” At that, the orange stripe running down either side of her body flashed louder, expanding outwards.

She was able to wriggle around until she was facing him, staring those huge gleaming yellow-green eyes up into his. She had underbelly scales of pale white and almost seeming purple, and her breaths were coming hard and fast. “I want to suck your… can I give you a… here.”

Her fingers closed around his member and she made yet another noise of need and delight in her throat.

“Sh-she’ll poison you,” Kirith said in a raspy, dry voice, not at all the gleaming angel girl who had smiled at him and needlessly tucked her hair back behind her ear.

“Shut up,” he told her, and stood with his back to the door. Then, to Ariella, he said, “You can suck whatever you want, you glorious creature.” Ariella clambered to get in position, opened an absolutely massive mouth filled with so much white pink, and swiped her huge tongue over the whole length of him, from root to tip. Her tongue was larger than his entire forearm. A second later she was sucking him off with abandon, making appreciative noises in her throat and allowing her huge eyes to drift closed.

“You’re… very good at that,” he told her, feeling himself swelling in her mouth. He wasn’t lying; her inexperience showed, but her anatomy and exuberance made his hands drift down and grab her by the sides of her wide head. “Really, really good. Ohh fuck, Ariella, suck my cock. That’s right… swipe your tongue back and forth… now lick further down… right… right there.”

She had the delightful ability to deep throat him and slip that huge tongue down under his sack. He grew in her mouth, larger still, to accommodate her with Not A Fighter’s extraordinary ability to make him compatible. If she was poisonous, he would be immune. Or, hell, it might make the sensations even more pleasurable. It was already beyond incredible; easily the best blowjob he’d ever had.

This went on for several minutes, with her working her magic and him encouraging her, and occasionally meeting Kirith’s eyes.

“That’s it,” he breathed. “I’ll cum if you don’t… if you don’t stop…”

She didn’t stop, and if anything her scales got a little brighter green and orange. Her tongue work and the convulsions of muscles in her mouth certainly got more intense, and he unloaded what felt like a torrent. The lizard girl backed off a bit, and took two blasts directly in her cavernous mouth, before backing off more and getting the rest on her underbelly scales.

She cooed in satisfaction and slumped back, arms up on the bed and lower body sprawled out on the floor. The dazed look in her eyes just turned out to be a thin see-through eyelid which soon retracted. She got a look at the dousing she’d taken and lazily trailed a finger through his seed.

“That was sooo nice,” she said. “I can’t believe I never—”

She froze and stared at him, hovering over where her body ended and tail began, right at the slit he knew would be there.

“What are you…”

“You didn’t think we were done, did you?”

Ariella didn’t take much licking or caressing in order to reach her peak, and Ash gave her a lot of that. She would barely be out of an orgasm, shuddering for breath before he dove back in and went slithered his tongue into her horizontal reptilian opening. By pulling up a couple of belly scales, he revealed her pink opening, already flooded with juices.

She had a refreshing taste to her secretions that he could’ve lapped up all day. She certainly didn’t seem to be in a position to stop him, but instead pumped her legs back and forth on the ground like a turtle flopped back on its shell, unable to right itself. She gave off a series of strange noises, and came.

And came.

And came again.

She came almost as much as Mizu had that first time he’d been with her, when he’d completely altered her understanding of what pleasure could be. She stroked his hair until her orgasm caused her to jerk beneath him; her hands froze in his hair each time.

The best part was watching his tongue extend to tremendous lengths in order to wriggle up into her. So far up into her. And the further into her body he got, the better her juices seemed to taste.

By her fourth or fifth orgasm she no longer tried to speak words, but instead just went ‘fuh, fuh, fuh...’ again and again. Her scales were glowing now in the gloom of the tavern room, reflecting light off the polished floor and painting the bed green and orange.

Ash stood up and grinned down at her. Not a Fighter didn’t disappoint; he was beyond a foot long now, as big around as a can of soda, with veins pulsing angrily, needing to be inside her.

“I want you,” he told her seriously.

“Ohhhh,” she groaned, and opened her arms to him.

They started on the bed, missionary style, with him guiding the massive head towards her opening and sinking in, in, and then further in. By the time he was fully inside, his vision had changed, his body had lengthened, and he had a tail to help him keep balance.

“You’re...” She couldn’t finish, but instead licked one of her eyes, then the other, in order to make sure she was seeing him properly. Then she squealed in delight. The card had allowed him to transform into a lizardfolk just for her. Her insides squeezed tightly at him, and he nearly emptied himself inside her yet again.

Bottoming out, his tail ended up flattened against hers, and he could feel her whole body pulsing with need for him.

“I need you,” she whispered, and he began moving.

Ten minutes later he had lost count of the orgasms she’d experienced. Every time he seemed to be on the verge, he froze and licked various parts of her body, but it didn’t matter. She was all excitement, and he was rubbing up against all the right parts of her. He knew, because he was on the edge of orgasm at nearly all times. It was a solid five minutes of pounding, stopping to master himself through breathing, and then again, five more minutes of drilling Ariella into the bed.

They rolled, her on top, him on top. They thumped into the floor and spent frantic seconds getting him lined up and back up into her slick channel. More rolling brought them against the room door, where Kirith was trying to crawl. He grinned, and groaned, and fucked.

Some time later he could hold it no longer. Time lost meaning. He was little more than a thrusting penis by that point. He felt like some distant part of him was a lake of seed penned up by a cracked and broken dam, on the verge of collapse.

“I want…” she panted. “I want…”

“Yes,” he told her.

“…your babies,” she finished.

No more questions were possible. The forbidden nature of the request triggered his climax. He shoved forward, in and down, and came for her.


17- Submissive But

Knocks had come during the sex, and more insistently, and he’d ignored them every time. It seemed that Ariella was overwhelmed with the feelings, and hadn’t noticed, or hadn’t cared. If the latter, he was proud of her, and a little proud of himself. If the former, he’d made her insensate with pleasure and that wasn’t easy to do.

Ash was busy cuddling with a lizard girl and collecting up a nice bounty of free xp, pointedly ignoring the boys at the door. Kirith had eventually broken free of her paralysis but hadn’t disturbed them where they were cuddling at the door.

“Were you serious about the babies?” If it was just a way for her to enhance the eroticism of the encounter, she’d succeeded handily, but he didn’t think it was.

Ariella’s scales flushed a darker, duller color. Embarrassment maybe. “You… don’t mind, do you?”

“I don’t want this to come off the wrong way, but I have a lot of responsibility, and a clutch of eggs… I don’t know if I can hack being a father to a hundred little lizard kids.” He tried to make this sound humorous and like he wasn’t as terrified as he was, and failed.

“Oh! No, it’s all right. I won’t have more than five eggs, first off. As a society we don’t stay with our initial mates. Females raise the clutch for just a few days before the babies come under the care of the female members of the clan.”

This introduced questions he wasn’t prepared to hear the answers to, so he let it go. Hopefully her babies had some kind of marking that made it clear they weren’t going to hook up with their siblings or cousins when they came of age.

“You’re not needed for the care and raising of the brood,” she said.

He wasn’t entirely sure whether to be offended or relieved, so he settled on a bit of both.

From there it was time to skim the read out this time, enjoying the number of orgasms he’d given the gecko girl, enjoying the boost in Relationship points, which was pushing him closer to Journeyman level 7 in both of his classes. He was also enjoying the idea of 2 rare and 4 uncommon rewards, though he couldn’t see slotting any of them directly into his action deck right this moment. Since his deck only had a few uncommon cards at all, and his highest was an ultra rare, he was feeling spoiled and like it was going to take a whole lot more sex before he could craft any cards worth keeping.

He couldn’t hide a smile at the extra xp he got for ‘a non-partner watching against her will’ who was also ‘attempting to do him harm’. He was quietly thankful this was a one-time only xp reward, but less quietly thankful that it netted him a double rare reward card, and a holographic full-art card at that.

This one was the only one he seriously considered immediately throwing into his deck, Soothing Sayings. Using the power of poetry and prophecy, the Bard ability allowed him to blanket purge allies of conditions like the paralysis he’d put Kirith under, and also perform a minor healing to those same allies. After a bit more consideration, he chose to put it in the deck. He had one consumable get-out-of-jail card, and he didn’t want to fish around through his inventory looking for a replacement for the consumable once he had used it. He also liked the near connection to the word ‘soothsayer.’

“Thank you,” Ariella told him in a small, timid voice.

“What? Thank you.”

“You were totally justified in getting angry at Kirith or me. I don’t know how you stopped her like that, but it’s… impressive.”

He got up on his elbows to have a look at Kirith, who had two palms pressed into her eyes like she was trying to un-see him fucking her adventure party friend.

“You’re welcome I guess,” he said.

“I know I’m also… I’m not an angelus,” she said.

“I don’t know why you think that makes you less than her, but it’s nonsense.”

“All the males want to get with her,” she said, drawing a sharp glance from Kirith. The angelus was red in the face, a blotchy red, though whether from embarrassment, rage, sorrow or guilt he couldn’t tell. It was possible she was any combination of the four, or even all four, and he didn’t care which.

Ariella went on. “And if they’re interested in me, she would just… show up, and just draw them away.” She was in the middle of showing him her gecko fingers, which spread out and oozed an oily fluid that allowed her to stick to surfaces.

“Yeah,” he said, “she’s a real piece of work, isn’t she? Where I come from, if a girl did that to another, she’d get punished.” Again a sharp glance from Kirith, who had sunk to the carpeted floor and was crawling toward the door. “Some brutal throat fucking and anal punishment, after a lot of spanking.”

Kirith reacted as if she’d just been swatted on the ass, and cringed.

“Are you interested in coming with my group?” he asked. “I think I can rustle up a set of wings. We could really use someone like you, and I happen to like the feel of your body.”

“Really?”

“You give the best blowjob,” he said. “Don’t shy away, it’s true. It’s unreal how good it is. Nobody makes me orgasm with their mouth like that. You should be proud. Frankly, I’m amazed.”

Kirith had finally reached the door, and got a hand on the knob.

“You don’t have to say yes,” he said, stroking the ridge of her backbone. “I told you earlier, I’m not monogamous, and that can freak some people out. It’s okay if you just want to make this a one time thing.”

“You… want that?”

“I want you around,” he said. “I want to make you scream. Often. But I understand my lifestyle isn’t for everybody.”

“Oh.” The conflict written on her scaly features was a little disappointing, but he knew deeper down that he would have some of his partners decide against what he was offering. He couldn’t fault her for not wanting to share.

“Kirith will just be going then. Isn’t that right, Kirith?”

The angelus turned such a look of vile misery on him that he almost felt bad for her. Yeah, well, fuck her. She deserved to feel a fraction of what she’d forced on Ariella, and all her victims.

“I’m going,” she practically whispered.

“And you’re going to keep your friends out there?” he asked lightly.

Maybe Kirith thought he was going to kill Ariella if she got the guys in here. Or maybe she had learned a lesson. “I’m keeping them out.”

The boys did not appreciate him poaching one of theirs, though they didn’t seem as concerned about the situation as they might have if he’d poached their honey trap angelus. When she exited the room he could quite clearly hear the conversation through the door.

“No,” Kirith told them. “No, we’re not doing it. We’re not.”

“That guy’s a fucking Bard,” the Dwarf announced angrily.

“What, he fuck with your mind or something?” another of them demanded. “We’ll go in there and ruin his day.”

“You can’t, and you won’t,” Kirith said. “Got it?”

Some grumbling.

“You promise me you won’t do anything to that guy.”

More grumbling, but this time in affirmatives.

“Yes what?” she demanded.

“Yes, Mistress,” they all said, some sulking more than others.

That was a bit of a surprise to Ash. He had thought they were taking turns running a train on her, and had her as an unwilling slave to join their merry little band. Instead she was the one running the show, and using the guys to threaten her potential mates with death if they didn’t fork over the coolest cards.

It was a sobering moment. He had just assumed her to be complicit but hate the situation, or at best be suffering from some Stockholm syndrome, where she had grown used to the idea of doing something distasteful. Instead she was the ringleader, and for whatever reason that really pissed him off all the more.

“Don’t…” Ariella begged, from where she was still stretched out on the bed, half covered by blankets. “Please. It’s not worth it and you’ll only get yourself killed.”

“I’ve died before,” he growled. “It’s not a big deal.”

The words should’ve shocked him. They would’ve been bonkers to hear in the old world. Instead he meant them. He could die again, and again, and if need be, again after that, and not regret it.

Ariella didn’t know that. She sat up and wrapped her arms around him, then squeezed tight. “All the more reason not to pick a fight. They’re way higher level than you, and they know how to handle guys who think they can take on four at once.”

They’d never dealt with Ash Phoenix though.

He should’ve let it go. This place was a Save Point and nobody should’ve been able to do one another harm here. This wasn’t his business. He couldn’t solve all the world’s problems. Also, Tinniel wasn’t even out of Beginner and doing this would certainly catapult him beyond Journeyman and into Expert.

Somehow though they were perpetrating crimes against people in this Save Point area, which was uncool. He wanted to teach these people a lesson, but wasn’t entirely clear on how.

It turned out all he had to do was wait.

***

Lucifer and Jezebel expressed confusion over his choice to stay another night, but he felt like Beaver had more to offer. Likewise, Rachel and Tinniel didn’t understand the need to stick around this one horse town. Although he ordered another day and night here, not really knowing exactly what he was hoping to have happen, he knew that it was the right thing to do.

Ash enjoyed creature comforts in Beaver, Utah, or Bevandria, as it was now known, though it pushed the last of his savings to their limits. They stuck around enough for a warm meal, a warm bed, and another thoroughly enjoyable romp with Ariella. Her scales did have a bit of chameleon to them, with her brightening every time she got near an excellent orgasm, remaining that brilliant spring green and vermillion, and finally dulling back once she realized they weren’t going to stay together to enjoy this. They discussed her life here, and they eventually did get around to her telling him all about her clan in the delta. Delta was not code for vagina.

It was from a song he’d listened to in the before times.

He considered giving her a taste of the spork, and finding out what he life had been like before the world had gone slantways, but he decided against it. If she wasn’t comfortable, like Tinniel wasn’t, with his lifestyle, it wasn’t going to be fun to have her following him around so she could recall whatever had happened with her previous life. That life was gone, and though he treasured those memories for himself, he wasn’t sure about really building a circle of devotees who depended on him to remember something they couldn’t ever have again.

As for Waffles, his doggo familiar was tasked with entirely too much babysitting time, and Ash popped in through his senses a few times to enjoy playtime with the baby. He was thankful that Lucy and Jez were elsewhere getting their freak on, or they were waiting for the baby to sleep.

Rachel’s report, as she settled in on his other side a few hours later, was that her ears had been talked off, and needed surgical reattachment. She then lamented that the room smelled like sex and she hadn’t had any… since the day prior. She calmed down as soon as she realized this fact, and they shared a chuckle. She spent a bit of time fingering the gemstone on her necklace, then brightened.

She further informed him that they were still well provisioned, and that the card shop didn’t have anything of decent use that they could afford. She still hadn’t found the right daggers to handle demons, but if they were lucky, she wouldn’t have to; Ashley, Evie, Zirennia, Aria and the twins would have the other tainted spots handled by the time they came back.

Then, with a beautiful woman pressed against him, he left Tinniel to sleep in her own room snuggled up against Waffles. He drifted off soon after.

The morning found the rain had slackened but not stopped. This produced a magnificent series of rainbows due to the rising sun. Both of the ladies joined him in staring out the large, retractable wall of the tavern, which had been accordioned down and piled up to one side to provide fresh air and views like this. Set against the valley, the little town of Bevandria was lush and green, and clouded with misty, low-hanging clouds to one side, and syrupy golden sunlight on the other.

The spork in his inventory radiated its customary power, giving him the knowledge that he wasn’t in Utah anymore, Toto. Everyone else believed Bevandria was their lives, and always had been. They believed that cards were magic or coins or gems, and monsters were everywhere. This was the way the world worked. No tablets, no phones, no pesky heating bills or doing taxes every year. A simpler life, and at the same time more brutal.

Ash made sure to take out any gems the Deck Erector had generated and combine them into better rarity gems. So far he’d gotten several aquamarines, an opal, a topaz, a ruby, and two emeralds. All those duplicates became Cut versions of themselves, and the two cut aquamarines he combined into a Polished Aquamarine. Two of those would become a Superior, and after that… well, he’d find out. He was excited to see where this gemstone situation and the imbuing of gems would lead.

“What are we doing sticking around?” Tinniel asked over breakfast.

Ash couldn’t quite answer that question, but felt like it wasn’t yet time. He hoped this was Diamonds and Lucky, as opposed to simple indecisiveness. He wanted Ariella to appear, or even better, Kirith, and for the group of simps under her command to attack him while he had his awesome Rogue at the ready.

It didn’t happen. Weirdly, after another day of lounging around, giving Lucy and Jezebel space to do their sex as sparrows or long-tailed lemurs or whatever, he finally caved and made preparations to leave.

After all, Kirith, Ariella and the boys had left sometime during the previous day.

They set off after a hearty breakfast of bacon, freshly-baked bread, cheese and his choice of red wine or ale, getting altitude and at the same time sort of floating in the still-pattering rain. Although they were soon soaked, the warmth of the late morning kept them from being too miserable. Rachel, who hated being wet, kept her complaints to a minimum. Ash, meanwhile, lamented that Ariella decided she’d rather stick with the assholes who’d denied her a sex life.

And then they were off.

Flying ate up the kilometers quickly, though not nearly as fast as using the Wind Runner. He wanted to stop for the first Random Encounter, which he was informed was a Treasure Trove, another Journeyman level encounter.

“Are you sure?” Tinniel asked.

“I think so,” he said. “It’ll be a good place for you to get some xp and level up from Amateur. This will be a lot better than getting an Expert level encounter.

They swung down and toward a place that ended up being a swamp. Below the tree line, the humidity rose a ton, and the place was best described with a single word: squelching. Everything appeared to be fetid, tinged with blue green, and smelled worse than it looked. And it all just so happened to look dripping wet.

“We’re going to set a guard here,” he said, and landed on a grassy tussock about the size of a center court circle in basketball. All around them, trees rose straight out of the water, dangling moss and full of leaves. They blotted out all light, save a few poetic rays of sunshine.

Waffles made his triumphant and joyous reappearance. Tinniel shrieked again in pure joy and accepted several very wet face licks

“Keep your eyes peeled,” he said. “This looks like an ambush predator’s wet dream.”

Tinniel wrinkled her adorable little fey nose. “Gross.”

“You don’t have to touch the ground,” Rachel observed.

The wingpacks were best suited to movement, and did not handle hovering well. They’d all quickly gotten used to the flying part, but much more slowly gotten used to the landing part. One thing that was not part of the whole experience was hovering in place.

“Okay,” he announced. “Like before, I’m going to try and keep away from the action. Rachel runs point—”

“Nope,” Rachel said.

“I’m pretty sure I said Rachel runs point.”

She got closer, probably what was supposed to be uncomfortably close, and scowled at him. “Look, I know things between us bedroom wise are pretty, um, yeah, but my dungeon experiences with Throdric were all, how do I put this? They were the absolute fucking worst. I’m a Rogue, and I’m never running point in a dungeon ever again.”

He blinked, remembering that of course she’d been dragged along by Throdric, that turning into a succubus hadn’t been her intention, and that she might be submissive, but she was still here willingly.

If only Ariella had come along. He was still pretty bummed that she’d only been a one-and-done. He really liked her attitude, exuberance, and the Monk thing. He would have liked to see her in action.

“Okay, I’ll take point.”

It was at this point that Kirith and her merry band landed. Kirith was first, alighting gently beside a stumbling drow Cleric, while the half-elf Warlock and the orren Mauler both came down on nearby earthy bits of the swamp. The Warlock touched down with billowing robes, while the orren smashed into the grassy hillock like a meteor. The thing grumbled and got to its feet, amber eyes glittering with menace.


18- Not In Cahoots

Ash and his ladies had already had quite enough of being intercepted by teams who hated them, so he quickly threw up all three of the Sorcerer set cards, along with Replenishing Aura, before readying Not A Fighter for the Warlock.

He had one chance at this, and it was to close the distance between himself and the Cleric, take him down, and deal with the Warlock while hoping like hell Rachel could stop Kirith from doing whatever she was about to do.

And once again, he had to hope that Lucy and Jezebel would actually contribute, while knowing they wouldn’t. Tinniel he reckoned wasn’t going to make it out of this fight without losing her life, using her single Full Revive, and respawning back at Beaver or Bevandria or whatever. It didn’t matter much. She might get off an arrow but it wasn’t likely to do much of anything, especially against any of these Journeyman adventurers.

He took a deep breath, wondering why they hadn’t begun attacking, and also had a moment to wonder about the missing dwarf, when Kirith spoke.

“You have to call her off,” she said.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said.

“You put her up to this, and for that, we’re going to put you in the ground.”

“If you tell me what I’ve put her up to, I can deny something specific,” he said.

She pointed a a sword at his chest, or rather, a sword hilt and pommel, and a blade made of bluish fire exploded into being. “You set Ariella after us,” she announced.

“I didn’t,” he said.

“You’re lying.”

“Do you have some kind of lie tracing ability?” he asked, “Because I will submit to a lie detector test right here and now.”

Already the other three were scanning the darker corners of the swamp, or the horizon, or both.

“Swear to me,” she said. “Swear on the spectral sword of ancestors bestowed upon me by the sun goddess that you neither put this idea in her head, nor gave her ideas on how to carry out this vile deed.”

“I swear it,” he said, and was surprised for one of the first times in this new life, when she outdid him in Quick. She had the tip of the blue fire blade in his chest before he could react, which dealt only a single damage.

It didn’t matter.

Kirith went flying back, fire exploding out of her, from the Boiling Blood damage. She did not manage to land on another portion of land, but instead slammed into brackish water and disappeared.

The moment this happened, he screamed out for the Warlock to do nothing, and held his hands out in the classic stopping motion. True to the name, Not a Fighter engaged and closed its paralytic effect over the Warlock, who probably would’ve thrown an exploding fire spell at them. Kirith came spluttering to the surface a moment later, and stood in waters that came only up to her chest.

“What in the hell was that?” he demanded.

“It was the vow of the sun ability! What the hell did you do to me?”

“Retributive damage from a Sorcerer aura. How the hell was I supposed to know you were just going to cut me to find the truth? You gotta warn a guy before pulling shit like that.”

Kirith held out her hands in a warding gesture, just as Ash had a second later. Everybody stood down, thank the gods. He still had plenty of time on his auras, and still had Tsunami ready. With plenty of water in the area, it would deal a lot more damage to a much bigger area.

“The goddess has spoken; I have seen the Bard’s mind. He isn’t lying,” she announced. “He didn’t encourage Ariella to do anything. They are not in cahoots.”

“Ya hear that, boys?” he called, “We are not in cahoots.”

The drow at least, and the Warlock, snarled at him, while the orren simply stared on impassively.

“So… you can all go now, then,” he said.

“We’re still not even,” she said.

“Oh we are more than even.”

He hoped, desperately, that she would counter with ‘are not’ so he could counter with ‘are too’ and they could then go back and forth like child siblings fighting in the dumbest way possible.

Sadly, it didn’t go that way.

“You seduced my friend, and I was forced…” she trailed off, realizing perhaps that she was about to admit to watching Ash and her lizardfolk friend get freaky.

“Forced…” he said. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Never mind!” she snapped. “We are leaving.”

“You don’t want to tell your friends what you were forced to do?”

She glared at him, and he could see the wheels of calculations turning in her mind. Yes, they outmatched him, especially considering Tinniel wasn’t yet Amateur as a Ranger. The two NPC Druids, however, brought her up short. Also, none of them had a Familiar, while Ash already had one. Waffles had his ears pricked up and was glancing between the orren and the angelus.

How many more would they lose as a resut of attacking Ash and his people? There was one way to find out, and that was to actually lose people.

“How many Full Revives do you have left?” he asked, his tone icy and quiet. Maybe the others couldn’t hear; he didn’t much care. Kirith had already incensed him once, and now she was back and trying to act like she had a leg to stand on.

She got the hint. “We are leaving.”

They weren’t.

It was at this moment that a bog monster chose to rise from the depths and snap up the half-elf Warlock. Staves (Quick) gave him the ability the creature had used: Quick Strike. Just like that the Warlock was just an arm sticking out of a mouth the size of a cave entrance.

“What the hell?” Kirith shouted, but Ash could only chuckle. Surely this wasn’t the first Random Encounter she’d ever gone up against. Surely not.

He didn’t hesitate, but instead called on Tinniel to fire while Rachel did her usual competent thing. As for him, he ordered Waffles to keep an eye on Kirith’s team. If any of them tried attacking his people, Waffles would unleash a sorcerous fury the likes of which they could not comprehend.

Ash darted forward and threw Tsunami at the beast. The knockdown may have failed, but it did a ridiculous amount of damage based on the available water and his Sorcerer’s Blood working in concert. Its health dropped by almost half, but then began to visibly tick back up when the health bar pulsed with light and sent some energy up toward the end.

Several arrows flew overhead and stuck in the beast’s goopy hide, but didn’t even slow its regeneration. Staves told him it had put on Improved Regneration, a double rare card.

“Keep at it, Tinniel!” he called, and darted to the side to get a Fireball off.

This one exploded just as Kirith got there, causing her to veer aside rather than take fire damage in the face. She glared at him, but there was nothing for it. The beast had used Quick Surge, then Chomp. The Warlock’s hand fell out of the beast’s mouth and landed with a wet plop in the swamp water, only to have a number of smaller things leap out of the water after it.

“Ash,” Rachel said, suddenly beside him. “We can just go.”

This earned him another sharp look from Kirith, who had just carved a groove in the monster’s side and been swatted away by one of its many segmented legs.

“Come on, let these assholes get eaten, or save their buddy from the belly of the beast. They have a Cleric, they can just revive him or whatever.”

The monster was rapidly regaining its health and damaging both the orren and Kirith without much difficulty. If they had had their dwarf Knight, this wouldn’t have been much of an issue. If the Warlock hadn’t been eaten, it probably would’ve been much easier. But they didn’t have any of those things, and Ash wasn’t going to be a dick right now. There were xp and rewards to get. On top of that, they could have a favor from Kirith’s submissive little bitches, and having someone owe you a favor was never a bad idea.

“You can sit this one out if you want,” he said, and dashed forward. Arcane Lance hit the thing in its face right before it opened its maw to swallow Kirith whole, and knocked its head back just enough that she was able to dodge out of the way and stab it through one gigantic eye.

A bellow shook the whole area, and he watched in amusement while the angelus was lifted off her feet and high into the air, still clutching to her spectral sword. Ash didn’t waste time, but instead used Heavy Metal to turn his lute into a weapon of war, then went to town over and over again to give his MP a rest.

This time when the creature came back down toward him, he grabbed onto the orren with Improved Telekinesis and ripped the rock man off his feet, then dodged out of the way just in time to have the huge, boulder crammed into the creature’s mouth.

The orren was, understandably, pissed off. It was also classed as a Mauler, meaning it only dealt damage at extremely short range. The upside was it being a shit ton of damage. Ash had seen the gem shards forming at its knuckles, razor-like

It went to town on the inside of the beast’s mouth, breaking off teeth and punching up into its soft palate, while above it Kirith’s weight was carving a huge groove in its head. All the while, the drow kept the heals coming, clearly okay with his role in the party.

Now that all was going well, he took the first of several claw swipes, which sent him into the water once, then twice, and did retributive damage from Boiling Blood. At the same time, Dragon’s Blood filled his action deck with copies of Dragonscale and Fireball, which he used several times in quick succession on the creature’s trunk.

With the combination of the impossible-to-swallow orren, the spectral sword carving the thing’s head in half, and the peppering of arrows from Tinniel, Ash managed to outpace its regeneration with his Fireballs, and finally bring its HP bar down to zero.

Congratulations! You have defeated Bog Maw.

Ash was on the fence about picking up some of the reward cards, helping to revive and heal the injured team, or just leave, but fate had other ideas. The problems weren’t over with the death of the Bog Maw.

They only changed. When it died, hundreds of smaller worms appeared out of its mouth and wounds. He immediately used Dragonscale and ordered Tinniel to keep fighting, trusting that Rachel would choose whatever was best. Then he started using spell after spell, interspersed with his new Echoing Encore, which gave him a second shot at any card already in the discard pile. All he had to do was sing a little ditty, or compose a little poetry. It was kind of wild to watch the orren Mauler knee deep in biting creatures, shoulder to shoulder with Kirith fighting off any that weren’t pulled by his aggro abilities, and getting heals from the drow Cleric… all while singing at the top of his lungs. And fun.

He got several odd looks from Kirith and didn’t care all that much. Honestly, fuck her. He was only doing this because Tinniel would probably jump two or three levels at least, and Rachel would almost certainly level as well.

The fighting went on for nearly an hour, with the rock monster getting heals from the Cleric, and eventually Lucifer and Jezebel. They could mend stone, and did so at a critical juncture.

Finally, the Warlock was brought out of the monster, dead for just about an hour, and put before the drow Cleric. A ritual then began, while he and Kirith eyed one another from across the dead body.

“I should think that my people are taking anything we want,” he said.

“It’s like that, is it?”

“You’re goddamn right it is,” he said. “You nearly cried rape and had me threatened with death if I didn’t—”

She threw up her hands. “Fine!”

They collected a Ranger card too advanced for Tinniel to handle right now, while she ended up with Exploit Weakness: Wyrm, with a second mark on Exploit Weakness: Beast. She also went from Beginner level 3 to Amateur level 3 in no time at all. She had successfully killed something like twenty Bog Maw Grubs, and even those were above her level.

He also got a Rogue ability called Shade Vessel, but until she became a Shadow Dancer, a specific type of Rogue, she would only get a Sly bonus and the ability to disappear into shadows. If she did become a Shadow Dancer, the card would allow her to detach her shadow for purposes of scouting. Once per day she could just disappear into another shadow and appear wherever the vessel was currently hiding out. Although this seemed great to Ash, Rachel wasn’t really keen on becoming a skulker in darkness, with evil-ish powers. While he didn’t like it, he could respect that.

It wasn’t until she explained that there were other Rogue subclasses that he understood. There was one called an Arcane Dagger she liked, a blend of Sorcerer and Rogue, another one called Tomb Raider, and Assassin. Shadow Dancer wasn’t on that list, which was odd.

“It sounds like Shadow Dancer is more specialized?” he offered. “Aren’t the more specialized classes potentially more powerful?”

She nodded. “And more restrictive. Some of these cards I won’t be able to use at all.”

“Got it.”

“And there are classes I’ve never heard of that keep popping up. That Spectral Sword girl… I’d never heard of that. There have to be dozens I haven’t encountered, so I don’t want to tie myself down until I know.”

“You can just dump your action deck and rebuild it,” he said, and immediately regretted. She didn’t have the boon he did, to restructure her deck at the drop of a hat, every day, whenever he got another card.

She gave him a look, and he smiled apologetically. “I really need, like really really, a card like your harem one, where I can get experience from non-combat actions. I have a very basic one, but it’s only providing xp for sneaking around. I haven’t been able to find a copy of it, and it’s just uncommon.”

“Got it.”

He then took her through the skill-based boon he’d gotten, and she frowned again. “All of them at Journeyman level 1? How did you manage that so fast? Don’t tell me, the sex card.”

He smiled again sheepishly. “Yup.”

“It’s fine,” she said, “I’m not jealous at all. I mean obviously I’m jealous because you get xp from just doing… it. But not very jealous… you’re on my team, and that means we have all these skills at really high levels, as a team.”

“All you have to do is keep me on your side,” he said, lightly.

Rachel just nodded and feigned super seriousness. “With lots of blowjobs and all your favorite positions.”

“Eww!” Tinniel complained. “Do you two ever stop?”

Rachel appeared to ponder this for a moment. “Actually no, we do not.”


19- This Vile Abomination

The Treasure Trove part of the Random Encounter wasn’t even the several reward cards and the two hundred coins they got, nor the Amethyst Chip that came with it. Ash combined it with another Amethyst Chip and combined the Polished Amethyst that resulted with another that he already had from the Deck erector, getting a Superior Amethyst.

And that wasn’t even the Treasure Trove part. The Bog Maw had come from somewhere and that place was basically its cavernous nest. Inside, they fought through another number of parasitic bugs the Bog Maw used to have, or symbiotic ones, or both. It was a whole lot of bugs, and it ended with Tinniel first getting, and then upgrading an Exploit Weakness: Insectoid ability card. It was her first uncommon card, which appeared to take 10 creatures killed of that type. The level 3 was going to take 50.

She was exhausted from shooting bugs with her Exploding Arrows by the time they reached the inner caverns, but she was already Amateur 4 with her stat points spent. Using her tracking skills, and gaining more xp from the effort, she ended up leading the directly to the Treasure Trove.

The large pile of armor-wearing skeletons, skeletons with bits of robes or jewelry attached, and coins was impressive and macabre. Lucky for them, they could pass their hands over the area and collect up the coins into a single card that slowly increased in value and rarity. The items were a bit harder, and while Rachel had no issue prying jewelry off corpses and declaring it non-magical or potentially useful, Tinniel did not enjoy the idea of touching dead bodies.

The best part of the haul was a smattering of gems. He ended up, after combining them all with the gems in his inventory, with three Superior Aquamarines, a Superior Opal, two Superior Amethysts, a Polished Garnet, a Superior Topaz, two Superior Sapphires, and only a handful of chips of other types.

“Two Superiors don’t change into something else?” Rachel asked, disappointed.

“I’m going to guess and say it’ll take four or five,” he said, “unless that’s the top rarity, but I doubt it. Hell, it might even take ten.”

His Arcana flashed, together with Clever, and told him how it really was.

Five Superior gems are needed to craft the next higher rarity.

Good lord. The one after Superior had better be really good, if he was going to save up dozens of gems in the hope of turning more jewelry or armor into anything of actual substance.

He put this away for now and joined in the harvest.

In total they got twelve common rarity pieces of jewelry, none of them very good, three uncommon pieces of jewelry, and a single rare bit of jewelry. This one was definitely for Mizu or Netsu, since it increased the damage of melee weapons and increased the speed of the wearer. For now it went to Rachel.

As for the armor, he didn’t wear any, and neither did the other two. The helmet and breastplate might end up on Netsu once they joined back up. The full set of leathers automatically resized themselves for Tinniel, who first didn’t want to wear them, until she realized it was giving her almost double her normal hit points at no penalty to her movement. They also conferred a small percentage of resistance to blunt attacks, and a smaller resistance to slashing and piercing damage.

Plus, hovering a gem over them told him the armor set had three gem slots.

As it happened, leather armor got much the same gem enhancement as the jewelry: mostly resistances. Sapphires, being blue, added to magical damage and mana pool. Ruby added to fire resistance and hit points. Topaz added lightning resistance, and also increased the wearer’s stamina. The Polished Topaz had these two, while the Superior Topaz also added retributive shock damage with a chance to stun every time the wearer was hit with a melee weapon. Opal added holy resistances, and required you to have Good Reputation status, because it also put you on good terms with the clerical orders, and made you all incoming healing more effective.

Overall, it was clear that Superior gems really were superior. They added three or four effects onto the armor, while uncut chip gems only added one, at much lower potency. It stood to reason that waiting might end with something truly amazing.

Then again, Tinniel still wasn’t Journeyman, and he was about to hit Expert. He took her aside and asked her what she wanted to do. She agreed that at least a Superior Ruby was a great idea, seeing as how her health was far lower than his. Once the gem was added, the whole suit of armor ended up with crimson trimming, on brown. It wasn’t the prettiest, not yet. He thought that adding a Superior or better diamond would make it truly something to behold. Tinniel said she would be okay waiting.

They ended up with a magical halberd none of them could use, and a longsword they also couldn’t use. Neither fit into the inventories easily, and didn’t collapse down into card form, so they were forced to juggle inventory items around, and quickly eat some of the rations they’d brought along.

Periodically, Ash checked in with Waffles to see if contrition really was the word of the day. If Kirith really was done with her bullshit, they wouldn’t mess with Lucifer and Jezebel. So far he’d been able to keep the dog’s existence as a Familiar a secret from the enemies, so…

The angelus was staring soulfully into the golden retriever’s eyes, and holding out a hand for him to sniff.

He swore, and nearly had Waffles growl and snap at the girl, but mastered his emotions. He figured it was a good opportunity for a bit of spying and building in a safe exit if her people tried to betray him. If Waffles was amongst them, he could unleash a devastating backstab if the need arose.

He had Waffles befriend Kirith, and listened intently over the next few minutes as she made hesitant enquiries of Lucy and Jez. She seemed genuinely interested in who they were, she appeared delighted to meet the baby, and laughed when little Damien swore like a sailor. She was also appreciative of their efforts to help heal up their orren Mauler, because they’d lost their principle tank.

“Let’s get moving,” he said.

They did, and returned topside to find the Warlock alive, the Cleric exhausted from an extensive ritual, and the orren watching over them with wary eyes turned Ash’s way. He wandered over their way, and noted the shift in the Mauler’s bearing. He held up two hands and shrugged, then put on Replenishing Aura and Soothing Sayings. Although the Warlock had revived at only about ten percent of his health, and Ash’s healing spell didn’t do a whole lot of healing, he soon had the Cleric feeling better, and the Warlock wincing less. Mana wasn’t how the Cleric did his healing, but it was going to make the Warlock feel less like a steaming pile.

Afterwards he approached Kirith.

“We’re only about twenty kilometers out,” he said, and pointed off to the northeast where several city-sized floating islands hovered, their huge undersides studded with apartment-building-sized pink crystals. The air around them was full of dirigibles and swooping winged creatures, the size of gnats, barely visible in the distance. “I don’t know what the situation is on the ground, but that’s our destination.”

“We’ll end up there too, then,” Kirith said. “Hopefully we can get Ariella out in the open and you can talk her down.”

Ash blinked several times. “What makes you think I want to do anything of the sort?”

She appeared confused. “You… you just helped us defeat this vile abomination.”

He kind of enjoyed the non-spork world, and the way people talked here. Then he reminded himself Kirith was a criminal, and possibly not a reformed one.

“My team and I were here to grab the Treasure Trove,” he said. “And that thing was probably too much for the three of us to handle. That doesn’t make us allies, and it sure as hell doesn’t make us friends. But I’m not the type of person to just leave someone to die, especially when they helped me.”

They stared at one another for a few long moments. He had to admit, she looked incredible. Somehow, despite the rain, the blood, the grime and grit, she was easily far more beautiful than anyone else. Rachel’s fur was matted with dirt, blood and grub parts. She had this naked look of someone lost about her that was endearing and cute. By contrast, Kirith could still have appeared on an episode of a TV show riding a dragon. She held herself with an air of command and confidence that was also attractive, and was probably a racial ability she had.

“If you want to prove you’re an ally, you’ll want to head to the nearest town there, about twenty kilometers that way, and when I get there, you’ll help me make it a safe place.”

She continued to stare.

“I’d recommend you take all the ill-gotten gains you have from fourteen or fifteen extortion schemes and make sure I succeed in my mission. Then I’ll see if Ariella wants to talk.”

“And you’re confident she’ll wait instead of trying to attack us every time we stop and rest.”

“I’m not confident of any such thing,” he said, and added a shrug. “If I were you, I’d either post a watch, or show Ariella that you’re doing some good in this world.”

She considered this, then roused her troops and got them back to their small skyship, which was essentially a Viking longship with a series of powerful repulsers on it. They’d moored it behind a huge boulder, which appeared to rise vertically off the ground, and soon veered out of sight.

After a short bit of time helping Tinniel level up, talking with Rachel about her own stat situation, and getting Lucifer and Jezebel ready, they all strapped on their wingpacks and took to the sky.

The situation hadn’t left a bad taste in his mouth. He had done Good, and received 2 Reputation points in the Good category. It wasn’t a system he had leaned on at all, yet. It also hadn’t penalized him for being an unwitting accomplice to a demon, thankfully. He had avoided being recognized as the messiah of an evil god, and this suited him just fine. He was now headed out to his parents, and that was far out of range for him to have gotten as the spreader of demon taint.

The half hour of flying had seen the floating town grow, and then grow more, and grow even more.

The town itself was floating some hundreds of feet in the air, and the pink crystals holding the town up were even larger than he thought. From a distance, he could feel them using his Attuned attribute, the hum vibrating his bones and making his teeth buzz. It also had a smell… like cotton candy, but expensive cotton candy. He knew that made little sense, but those were the two things that converged in his mind when feeling out the magic emanating from beneath the town.

As for the town itself, it was ringed with a wall of tall, sharpened logs, and sported tall wooden guard towers maybe two stories high. The ones atop the central temple put them at about twenty or thirty meters up, but were simply manned.

The guards shouted out warnings and commands before shooting off small beams of Force damage wide of Kirith’s longship in warning. The Mauler/Pilot presumable took them down. Soon the ship had swooped around and headed for the docks, which extended out and away from the island. Ash noted a number of extra guard towers perched atop the warehouses, overlooking the ships already moored there.

Ash then signaled them to veer around, to follow after Kirith’s ship and enter by the docks. They wouldn’t want to have people shooting at them, and thinking they were raiders or something equally ridiculous.

“Who are you? What business do you have here?” A harried-looking dock master jabbed a quill in Ash’s direction and glared over thick spectacles.

“Ash, Ash Phoenix. I’m here to inquire about my relatives, who are one kilometer that way. I have a quest.”

“Oh, a quest? So I suspect you think it’s fine to barge in to someone’s town unannounced, without a writ or a letter of introduction?”

Ash took a deep breath and spent his two Reputation levels. “I promise we have no wish to harm this town.”

To his shock, no UI message appeared like he was used to. A new pop up simply read Socialize: Partial Success.

“You’re bloody right you don’t,” the dock master said, but he did appear mollified. “You’ll send along word of where you’re lodging, and I’ll put it in the ledger.” This was not a request or a question. “Inside, you will not be allowed to carry open weapons. All blades must be heated and tied closed. You will not harm anyone, theft is punishable by the loss of a hand, and murder is punishable by death. Since this is a dry town—”

He glanced sharply at Jezebel, who had just gasped.

“That’s right, young lady. This is a dry town, and there is to be no imbibing of spirits anywhere. No loitering, no solicitation of any kind, and no one out after the tenth bell. Anyone caught out in the streets will have a month’s peon duty.”

Ash didn’t know what that meant, but would figure it out.

“We fully intend to abide by the laws here,” Ash said.

“Good. Then you’ll be heading to immigration, where your names will be recorded, along with the length of your intended stay.”

A fantasy world with an immigration bureaucracy? Although, now that he considered this, Ash wasn’t entirely surprised to find his parents in the middle of a place like this.

The immigration building was thankfully empty, with Kirith and her crew in the middle of an inspection of their ship. The orren who took their information and put it in a ledger was actually a female, surprisingly enough. The male orren had been a huge edifice of stone, like a butte had gained the ability to walk, but the female was slender and more like a spire of stone broke itself off from the middle of a windswept canyon.

She took their information with hardly a word, which he was starting to understand was a racial feature of the orren. She was brisk and efficient, and handed them a single piece of parchment with the town guidelines on one side, and a crude town map on the other side.

“Return the map after several days, please,” she said, in a hollow voice.

“We will, thank you.”

They were gone before Kirith and Co. showed up, making their way up a thoroughfare mostly devoid of traffic. Only a handful of carts, coaches or wagons passed, pulled by horses or fantasy creatures he didn’t have names for.

Although the town defenses weren’t much to remark upon, the buildings here were works of art. Every single one of them stood three or four stories, with cupolas, towers, outdoor gardens, tall stone or wrought iron fences, and elaborate carvings around all the leaded, stained glass windows. The whole effect was somewhat Victorian, though they had floating lanterns, machines floating here and there made of brass with filigree, and crystals. It was was all very magi-tech.

Rachel and Tinniel stuck right on his ass like ticks, with Jezebel and Lucifer lagging behind to give little Damien some time to wander here and there, loudly spouting obscenities in the most adorable way possible. Waffles stayed near the parents, to make sure nobody tried to mug them or they didn’t wander off to have sex and forget about their baby.

“Can we hit the tavern first?” Rachel asked, clutching his forearm. “I feel far too dirty for this neighborhood.”

“Same,” Tinniel said.

She squeezed his hand. “This place is a little much. I could really use some stress relief in the form of a serious pounding.”

“You are so… horny!” Tinniel declared.

“You can have some too if you want,” Rachel said. “I’m not greedy.”

“Gross!”

“What’s gross is after a thorough session, my gaping and drooling puss—”

“Could you not?”


20- Dirty Work

There was a lot to do: find Ash’s parents, which was complicated by the disappearance of the little compass, find a place for the next several days, and find a place for Lucifer and Jezebel. This last one seemed increasingly dubious at this town. First of all, he hadn’t considered the need to buy property. It was going to be either expensive or impossibly expensive.

Of course a fantasy world would have high property values. Although this was annoying since it mirrored the old reality, it also made sense. If you lived in a place with dragons, goblins flying speeder bikes, and bog maws potentially everywhere, a place of safety would be crammed into a small defensible place together and stacked on top of one another. Ancient France had apartments literally stacked onto the bridges, and you could buy access to someone’s attic, though it was never cheap, even for a tiny speck of space.

Second, he couldn’t fathom why any fantasy town would have nothing to do with alcohol. It was a staple of every single fantasy town that had ever existed from the dawn of the genre. If Lucifer and Jezebel couldn’t make their home here, he’d have to head out in search of another one.

Really, he wanted to get back to Ashley, Evie, Zirennia and the twins. The quest log no longer showed him the amount of demon-infested people and/or buildings any longer, and this was concerning. His character sheet didn’t show him his attributes, skills, or action deck now, but was configured in a completely different way that he didn’t like much. Right now he had a red HP bar, a blue MP bar, a yellow SP bar (for stamina, most likely), a purple bar he’d never seen before. He had Damage, Defense, and Speed, all rated below 10, which did not fill him with joy. On the other hand, he had a 9 in Damage, 6 in Defense, and 7 in Speed. He hoped the scale only went to 10. Lastly he had a level with xp. Right now, level 5. Likewise, this did not please him.

Lastly, he had five icons he’d never seen before, for abilities that turned out to be: Sorcerer’s Blood, Dragon’s Blood, Fireball, Telekinesis, and Replenishing Aura. He was no longer a Bard at all, but apparently just a Sorcerer. He did at least keep his fabulous cape, and more importantly, he still had the spork.

He had changed video game paradigms twice, and neither time was especially awesome, because he understood the mechanics and expectations of Spellcraft and Gemheart much better than the others. Nova Corridor he had played enough to beat the level and get his friend the hell out of there, but whatever roguelike cult building game he’d slogged though next had gotten the better of him until he’d figured out he was being used. Unfamiliarity with the system meant he took longer to figure out. Now Ashley and the girls were cleaning up a mess he was responsible for creating.

“Bless them,” he breathed.

“Hm?” Rachel asked.

“Nothing, let’s get a room.”

It was still shy of noon when they secured a room and a bath. By the wrinkled noses and askance looks they were getting from the locals, it was clear they needed tomato themselves more presentable.

“I could use someone’s help to scrub my back,” Rachel said wistfully, leaning her head on his shoulder.

“I could… oh.” Tinniel’s face went sour as she turned to see what Rachel really meant.

“You can join too,” Rachel said, smiling lazily. She leaned back further and used the cover of her body to run one hand over his pants, causing his cock to take notice, and begin stirring. “Ash promises to be good.”

“He does?” he asked, just as Tinniel made the same question.

Tinniel bit her lip and considered this. “I don’t know…”

“Bath is expensive, and something just happened to our money,” Rachel said. “You’re either paying for it alone or jumping in a cold tub after we’re done.”

“Ugh,” came the fey’s uncharacteristic response. It was a delight to see Tinniel wavering. “But you two will probably… uh… take a long time.” And by ‘take a long time,’ she meant ‘swap bodily fluids.’

“We’ll be good while you’re in with us,” Ash added, and received quite a look from Rachel. He smiled at her and bent to give her a soft kiss. This seemed to work, and she melted more fully against his body, and he ran his hands over her enticing curves.

Ash reached down and placed one finger against the plug and pushed it around in a tight circle. As expected, she gasped. “You quit that,” he breathed. “Until we have some privacy.”

They paid for a bath before Rachel could push him further toward some public display of sexuality. Immediately snatching the key, Rachel dashed up the stairs to their room, with Tinniel giving him a look.

“What?” he asked sweetly.

She considered this for a long time, before replying. “Nothing.”

They made their way into the room, which had already transformed into a small sauna with four columns off the corners, large benches, and a whole host of wispy things dancing around in the air.

“What—”

The wisps rushed toward Ash and Tinniel, grabbed at their clothes, and soon had both of them nude. They looked to be little fairies, and incredibly powerful ones at that, because they floated his shirt and pants over to a separate area for watching and mending.

The little fey took one long look around, yelped and zipped over toward the steamy bath. She must’ve spotted the monster he’d been packing in his pants, he thought with a grin.

They settled in, with Rachel immediately hugging against one side, and Tinniel pointedly studying the decorations on the other side of him.

“What happened to your game stats and screens?” he asked.

“Huh?” the fey asked.

“I’m level two now,” Rachel grumped, and leaned into his collar bone. She began purring again, a low rumble that vibrated in the deepest parts of him.

“How many abilities?”

“Three.”

He was glad that the steam rising off the surface of the water obscured what she was doing with her hand. For whatever reason, she couldn’t keep her hands off him, not that he minded. Technically, they had some privacy, though he wasn’t sure if the wisps were fairies or just little balls of magic light. Apparently Tinniel didn’t count against the privacy restriction.

The fey girl was on her belly in the shallow water, then flipping over with her wings spread so she could study their surroundings. Rachel took this to mean she could slowly stroke him to hardness beneath the water, and play with his whole unit. Eventually she draped one leg over him, and this allowed him to reach her ass quite easily. With his other, he took her by the chin and gave her a soft kiss.

He stroked and squeezed, then ran a hand over her tail and got louder purring out of her, before reaching the plug. The moment that happened, she groaned loudly, and mewled almost inaudibly.

“I want you,” she breathed.

“That makes two of us,” he said.

“If only it made three of us,” she said, and a lazy smile grew into being.

“What are you hoping for?” he asked. “I don’t think she’ll eat you out while my cock is buried in your ass.”

“Ohmygod,” she breathed, and shuddered. “Can we… can you… and Ashley?”

“Make you eat out my girlfriend while I’m balls deep in her?”

She squeezed his cock beneath the water. “That’s fine also. I don’t… mind the taste.”

He gave her another kiss.

“Why am I level one?” Tinniel suddenly asked. She turned, and her mouth dropped open. “Are you two… you were supposed to wait until I was out.”

“We’re not having sex,” Rachel protested. “I just wanted… just need to… feel him.” She shifted under the water, which gave him the space he needed to draw the plug out of her, then allow it to slip back in.

“You two are so… bad.”

“What’s bad?” He asked, pulling on the butt plug and sliding one finger along Rachel’s slit. “We’re two adults doing something adults enjoy together.”

“It could be three,” Rachel said. Her eyes roved up and down Tinniel’s body, causing the fey girl to go ‘eep!’ and disappear down into the water again. Now, with just her nose and cute little glowing green eyes showing disapproval, Ash couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Come over here and scrub Rachel’s back,” he suggested. “I’ll behave.”

“You will not! You’ll be… doing that…”

“But it’s soooooo good,” Rachel said, with two of Ash’s fingers working her pussy, and his thumb rubbing against the base of the plug.

“It just feels good,” Tinniel protested. It looked like she had her arms crossed over her crotch under the water there. “That doesn’t make it good to do.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked. He had produced the spork and set it out on the edge of the tub.

Rachel leaned in, while Tinniel started to go on about sin and corruption, and breathed in his ear. “Just order me to pin her down and make her scream.”

“That’s all you,” he murmured back. “If you want her, you have free will. I’m all for letting people do what they want.”

She made a protesting noise in her throat, a different sort of purr.

“Why don’t you let me do your back?” Rachel asked, and detached from Ash. Still, she rose to her feet, ass pointed in his direction. He found the curves and the swishing tail hypnotic, as were her twitching ears. She cast one sidelong glance over her shoulder, smiling, and let him behind to help the repressed little fey get clean… before getting dirty?

As for Ash, he simply relaxed into the hot water, smelled the scented oils now floating in the water, and enjoyed the show.

“I don’t know...” Tinniel said, but soon enough Rachel was massaging her shoulders and the place where her wings emerged. Under Rachel’s hands, she immediately gave up on speaking and instead moaned in appreciation.

“It must be so hard for you to fly around all day. These muscles are so tight.”

“I can do this,” Tinniel moaned, and the wings vanished. In their place, ghostly, glowing versions of the wings slowly opened and closed. Ash was making a study of involuntary tail and wing movements, and hadn’t seen this one before. He wondered idly if the slow opening and closing was a sign of arousal or relaxation.

Based on the sounds Tinniel was making, he was still at fifty-fifty. Some of those sounds could’ve been out of an x-rated movie, but at the same time she still wasn’t actively into getting with Rachel.

He did know that, bent over like she was, Rachel was practically begging him to come over and play with her. Her tail was lashing back and forth slowly, and the could see all the way up into her.

There was not a male on the planet who could resist that. He slowly rose from his place in the tub and drifted toward her, but stopped himself from just slamming into her and interrupting the treatment Tinniel was receiving. Instead, he stroked up the backs of her thighs, and when she turned to regard him, he put a finger to her lips.

Until he knew that Tinniel was in and not undecided, he was going to keep this really quiet. But there was something about his catgirl, who would do literally anything he wanted, that kept drawing him.

Wisps brought massage oil and soap over to Rachel, and she began to apply these liberally to the fey’s back while he massaged her inner lips. Tinniel, for her part, was just seated in the water and thoroughly enjoying the treatment she was receiving. Rachel, by contrast, was biting her lip and arching her back into him over and over, begging to have him inside her with her eyes and her body.

He smiled and continued teasing, then nodded toward Tinniel. The message was clear: get her. In the meantime he worked a finger in and out, in and out, and enjoyed getting to know the bumps and ridges of her wet pussy.

She kept trying to push back, and every time she did, he would stop and hold there. Teasing. Reminding her that she had a job to do. Until Tinniel was out of the room or spreading her legs for Rachel’s tongue, there would be no orgasms for his felinian slave girl.

Eventually Rachel grew bolder, and started massaging the rest of the little fey. She went to the shoulders, arms, and then soaped up her collar bone and neck. The little fey moaned and groaned, breathing slow and heavy, seeming to fall asleep and letting her head fall back on Rachel’s shoulder.

“You worked so hard,” Rachel murmured, and ran her hands a little further down the front. Meanwhile, Ash added a second finger, massaged her insides, and watched in fascination while she tried to keep herself under control. “You did so good today.”

“Hmm,” was the only response out of the fey.

Rachel’s massage went lower, now getting two handfuls of the fey’s breasts. She arched her back and rose out of the water a bit, so Rachel could massage the soap into her skin, over her nipples and down her taut little tummy. She didn’t spend too much time massaging her perky breasts or tweaking her nipples, but alternated over her arms, down her stomach, and back up to her shoulders.

The fey sighed again.

“You started yesterday a Beginner, and you’re almost to Journeyman already,” Rachel breathed. “I bet all your muscles are so tight.”

“They arrrrrrrrrre,” the fey responded.

“I can make them all feel good,” she said.

“It’s good,” Tinniel whined. “So good.”

“You want it to be even better?” Rachel asked, massaging the sides of her neck. Then over her collar bone again, down over her chest again, and around the fey’s hips.

“I don’t knoooooow.”

“You can relax,” Rachel said. “You’re safe here. Nobody will hurt you.”

“Hmmm.”

And Rachel had to take a breather, just remaining quiet while Ash ran a finger around her clit with two fingers inside her.

“You want your legs massaged?” Rachel asked.

“Mmm hmm.”

Rachel spread out a towel at the bath’s edge and hadTinniel lay down on it. She had her eyes closed, which was good, because Rachel was in a very compromising position, with Ash looming behind her looking like he had very bad intentions. He was also glad Tinniel couldn’t see the lust written all over Rachel’s face, or the way Ash was now drawing the butt plug out of her ass over and over again.

Every time her ass sucked it back in, he couldn’t help but watch in utter fascination. She had no trouble taking the plug, which grew to something like five centimeters at its widest. At the same time, she was squeezing so hard on his fingers that he thought he might take damage soon.

Rachel went to work massaging Tinniel’s hamstrings and calf muscles, thoroughly and with shaking hands, only to get right to the edge of the fey’s tiny butt. Then back down on a roundtrip ticket back up to her ass. In the meantime Tinniel whined and mewled and complained about how good it was, and kept her eyes screwed tightly shut.

“There we are,” Rachel said, her big hands encircling Tinniel’s entire leg, right up against her ass. “That’s right. You get your stress out.”

Eventually she reached back and grasped Ash’s hand, then drew it up and placed it on the fey’s leg. Together, they massaged her legs, from foot to calf, to knee and thigh, up to her ass.

Ash was astonished that either Tinniel didn’t know, or didn’t care that there were now four hands on her. Ash was also astonished to see Rachel’s hand brush directly against the juncture of her thighs. Last, he now noted her butt was rising up when Rachel’s hand got near, just a fraction, but enough to be visible.

Tinniel’s pussy was blazing hot when he got his hands up there. It was even hotter when Rachel ran a finger over her slit and found her clit. Tinniel immediately blew out a huge sigh and whined, her ass waving back and forth more fractions.

“Ohhhhhhh,” Tinniel moaned. “Ohhhh nooo…”

She immediately started to shiver and shake with orgasm. It came out of nowhere, and gripped her tight. If Ash was hard before, he was as hard as he’d ever been in his life by now.

There was no more waiting. He pulled Rachel’s ass over to his position, dragged his cock up and down over the intended target several times, and sank down into her waiting pussy in one slow, forceful thrust.

“I’m c—” was all Rachel could manage before she let out a loud feline mrowl and fell onto Tinniel’s bubble butt. Ash wasn’t very far behind, and unloaded deep, deep inside his sex slave with a loud groan.

“Oh my God,” Tinniel was panting. “Oh my God.”

She scrambled up, terror in her eyes, and stared at Ash embracing Rachel from behind. His catgirl had her head back on his shoulder just as Tinniel had minutes ago.

“It’s okay,” Rachel said. “You liked it. I liked it.”

“I can’t—” the fey said, and fled the room.


21- You Will Kneel

He luxuriated under Rachel’s skilled hands after Tinniel left, enjoying a sensual bath for long minutes in water that was magically warmed, and didn’t cool. She soaped him up, rinsed him off, massaged his muscles, got him hard again, and rode him hard this time. They didn’t speak. Instead her athletic body rose and fell on him for long minutes before he picked her up, too her to bed, still dripping, and pummeled her pussy while she called his name over, and over, and over.

She wasn’t like Evie, who couldn’t bring herself to swear while they were making love. For Evie, sex was somehow sacred. For Rachel, she somehow got even filthier as the sex went on. She begged him to fuck her hard, to split her in half, to fuck her ass, to drill her even harder, to make sure she couldn’t walk the next day, to ruin her forever, to leave her drowning in cum, to choke her. She told him she would worship at his feet, she would lick every part of his body clean if he needed, she would parade herself naked in front of everyone, crawling on her hands and knees like a pet if he wanted, she would choke herself unconscious on his cock if he wanted, she would gladly drink his seed for every meal if he wanted, just so long as he never stopped fucking her and telling her what to do.

He was so glad she was here, and so glad she was okay with doing all this. Evie was his obvious second choice, because she probably would’ve been on board with inducting Tinniel. She probably wouldn’t have been any good at it though.

Rachel being okay with everything was great. Rachel being a former massage therapist was also a nice revelation. He planned on getting a nice massage at every available opportunity.

Tinniel, however, had disappeared. This was a shame. He had invested a lot of time and effort into her, and thought she was ready to join the group. She had to have known he was massaging her while Rachel was in the midst of her massage. She had given in to the pleasure. He really hoped that his impatience in having to be buried in Rachel’s pussy hadn’t just completely fucked things. If she disappeared now…

He sighed and resigned himself to the possibility that he’d fucked this one up. He’d wait for her to return, and go and apologize if he found her.

For the first time since practically this whole thing started, Ash did not receive a message from the UI congratulating him on having sex. He got zero experience for increasing his Relationship points with Rachel, no reward cards, no xp to spend as he wished.

They were in another new system. One consolation: no lost Relationship points with Tinniel. Maybe… maybe he could salvage the situation. He hoped so.

He no longer had a quest to save his parents, though he did want to head out and find them. There would be a time and place for dealing with that stuff, and it wasn’t cuddled up in the arms of one of his lovers.

The next morning, he rejoined Lucifer and Jezebel, with little Damien in tow.

“Ass!” the toddler chirped.

Ash arched an eyebrow at them. “You think he’s saying Ash or…”

Lucifer just sighed. “Don’t ask. We don’t… he only seems to hear every f-ing bad word we say.”

“Epping!” the baby shrieked.

“How does he —ing do that?” Lucifer complained.

“I don’t know if this town is going to work,” Jezebel told him. “I’m sorry, Ash. I know you have your heart set on finding your parents, saving them, and trying to settle us in the same place, but we’re not really digging this place.”

Ash arched an eyebrow at Lucifer.

“Don’t look at me, buddy,” he said. “There’s no liquor here. Nobody out after dark. No tattoo parlor.”

“There’s magic… meaning magic tattoos.”

“Dude, it’s a dry town. Meaning there’s nothing harder here either. None of the good smoke, no microdoses of shrooms… and everybody here may look young, but they all still give off retiree vibes. It’s kinda terrifying.”

Ash debated telling them that, without the influence of the spork, they wouldn’t remember shrooms were a thing on old earth, they wouldn’t know what retirement communities were, and they could just enjoy the gigantic magic mansions this place had, hire some servants to help raise the baby… and then they’d be free to travel outside of town, transform into vultures, and see how vulture sex compared with duck sex. Eventually they’d forget Ash except as the guy who helped them settle here. They’d forget all about San Diego, times they’d played D&D or video games together, times they’d gotten drunk and hit on goth girls together, all that shit.

“You guys remember when we tried to see who could pick up a goth girl first, and Jezebel had one in like three minutes?” he asked. The nostalgia instantly choked him up, and he regretted asking immediately.

“Hey,” Lucy said, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Dude. We’re never gonna be strangers. We’ll always love you. But, like… we can’t adventure, not with a baby.”

“And another on the way,” Jez said quietly.

Ash shot her a look, and when he returned his attention to Lucy, found that he was grinning.

“Oh my God, you two. Congratulations!”

Had they been kangaroos at the time? Buffalos?

He wasn’t jealous. He wasn’t.

Jezebel’s eyes were bright, and her smile lingered on him once Lucy took Damien and headed off.

“There’s no way we would survive relocating. We’re so thankful you’re doing it for us. With us,” she told him. It was his imagination, that her tone was suggestive when she said ‘doing it’ like she had.

It was his imagination. He was imagining something that could never and would never be.

She gave him a lopsided smile and turned to rejoin her husband.

Tinniel hadn’t been there for that, having stayed below to engage Rachel in several games of castles while she contemplated what had just happened in the bath. In the meantime, Waffles eyed diners for possible handouts, and later laid his head against Tinniel's thigh in order to receive pets and scritches. Waffles was quite good at begging for pets and scritches.

The girls were occupied, so it was a good time to go find his parents.

***

He was looking for a needle in a town full of needles. His parents wouldn’t be going by their own names. Tinniel had slowly grown into being as the Tina she’d been was slowly left behind by the magic. Thomas and Jessica Wilkerson weren’t real names any longer. This town was somewhere in the vicinity of five thousand people, and packed in pretty tightly together. Everything had transformed; he had no idea where they were. No idea what their new names were. No idea whether they still looked like old folks, though he doubted it. No idea if they were humans, or what they’d become.

Momentarily he felt overwhelmed by the task, and disheartened by Lucifer and Jezebel’s reaction to what was supposed to be their retirement home. After a few moments of this, though, he shook the feeling away. Instead determination replaced his hopelessness. The next town over maybe. One thing at a time.

He could do this. He just… needed the power of the spork. If he flashed it around, people would remember who they were, and they’d point out the people who used to be his parents.

Or he would incite chaos. Everyone who touched that thing had an adverse reaction to it. They’d either riot or see him as their savior and demand he keep giving them whatever it was that made them remember their old lives. Aria and Tinniel were both proof of that.

Okay, no spork.

“I’m sorry, Tinniel,” he muttered, and Waffles poofed out of existence.

A moment later Waffles appeared next to him.

“You can do it, boy,” he said, and stroked his pup on the head, and tousled his good boy’s ears. “Let’s find them, okay?”

Although Waffles was a creation of pure magic, he was still very much a dog. Ash didn’t look through his eyes or hear through his ears very often, and he almost never used the dog’s nose, but now was the time.

Waffles immediately set off, nose to the ground. He snuffled this way and that, heading randomly, stopping people on the street and getting more than one annoyed exclamation. At those points, Ash would simply smile apologetically and follow the golden retriever. And privately, feel sad for them.

There were two types of people in the world: people who loved dogs, and people who were wrong.

It took hours. For a long time, Waffles appeared to be moving without direction, going around in circles at points, heading into alleys, and eventually finding purebred doggos whose butts needed sniffing.

Although impatience hit him, he forced himself to just ride it out. The dog was trying to sniff out something that had existed only about two months ago, and had slowly been consumed by whatever magic had consumed the whole world. It wasn’t easy. He didn’t really even have himself the way he was before. Waffles couldn’t just sniff Ash’s hand and have a starting location. He’d been an elf, and then a half-orc half-drow.

Likewise, he didn’t know what his parents had changed into. He didn’t know how much of their old scent remained, if anything. Magic did strange things to this world, and it wouldn’t surprise him to learn this was a fool’s errand.

After a good three hours of sniffing, he resigned himself to the idea that this wasn’t going to work. There just wasn’t enough left of the past; it had all been swallowed by the new world, and too much time had passed. Still, just in case there was a ghost of a chance, he left Waffles to the job and headed for the city center. If attacked or detained, the Familiar could simply dissipate into magic and reappear the next day. There was no danger, except that this was a new game system he hadn’t played before.

The grand temple at the town’s center rose up steeply, a strange pyramidal shape that was more like a diamond than anything else. The sides grew wider first, like perhaps there was another inverse pyramid beneath the ones in Giza, and they were just buried.

Or rather, it looked like an 8-sided die with one end stuck in the earth.

Directly across from this stood a stately structure with intricate and elaborate sculpture on every visible inch. The columns were fluted. Tiny relief sculptures lined the tops of the columns. A huge triangular pediment also showed the town as a sort of disc…world… floating in the middle, with monsters, attackers, blades and spears flying towards it.

Ash circled the building, finding more relief sculpture in sections running the whole length above windows. Between the windows, someone had done frescoes of the town floating up off the ground, the pink crystals becoming exposed. The whole time, a horde of evil monsters like minotaurs, huge insects, humanoids with monster heads or centaurs rushed toward them holding weapons. All the enemies snarled screamed.

According to the frescoes and the relief sculpture panels, the town had been nothing more than a patch of dirt with a single building once, until soon it had industrious workers creating farms, a defensible wall, a barracks for training soldiers, and in the center of it all, this town hall. This gorgeous, perfect building, lorded over by a being with raised arms. The Christian symbolism was entirely too much.

The people didn’t seem to be happy about the way things were going. They clutched at their exposed ribs and shouted up at the benevolent… mayor, it seemed. The lord who ran this town.

“Okay,” he muttered. He could just approach the lord of the town, use the spork, and peel his mind out of whatever megalomania he currently had. A surge of triumph hit Ash in the chest, and laughed. “Okay, okay, yeah. This will work.”

He turned and marched up the steps to the town hall and in the cavernous doorway.

He didn’t make it far. He’d set about two feet on the expensive, gold-trimmed red rug before he was swarmed by armed guards. A dozen spears were pointed in his direction.

Another deep breath was warranted here. He couldn’t simply kill all these people; okay, he could, but since this was a video game, the consequences would be dire. Every guard in this whole town would come after him. He’d have to fight bosses. None of the vendors would sell to him afterwards. The whole town might become destructible, and his chances of settling his friends and parents here would go up in literal flames.

Also, he was a level 5 Sorcerer now, with a mere five powers. He didn’t know what that meant exactly, seeing as how the guards here didn’t have information floating over their heads. Staves was no longer a skill and wasn’t giving him information like it used to. These were just… people. Lizard people, elves, dwarves, a driadic, and a centipede person, which he hadn’t seen before… but people. They had names. These were the people living in his parents’ neighborhood that they waved to and said hello to and gossiped about when he called or drove up to see them.

He needed to suss this out, peacefully if possible. He could resort to the Fireballs if it came to it. Also, he was kind of used to being a bard and having a whole bunch of time to try charming his way out of things. Which sometimes led to sex, and he was never against that.

“What is with the aggression?” he asked lightly.

“You are not permitted here without an invitation,” an officious looking man said, with an owl head where his human head should be. The rest of him was all oiled, bulging muscles, but there was no way to stop staring into those watchful eyes. Unblinking, huge, watchful eyes.

“You will kneel before the Lord,” the owl man said. “Then, if the Lord is feeling benevolent, you will be permitted to speak to him. And if his lordship is being especially grateful, you will be allowed to look upon him.”

“It’s like that, is it?”

Ash’s natural instinct, after two months of being the top of the heap, was to refuse. The people who wanted him to bend the knee could suck the dick.

“You will kneel.”

However, he was surrounded by guards of unknown power, and he was at an unknown power level. Information would come, whether he was on his knee or standing tall. And kneeling meant nothing; he could still Telekinesis himself the hell out of here, throwing Fireballs the whole time.

He knelt, and picked a point in the marble flooring to stare at.

“The venerable Lord Gary,” the avian said.

That’s when the problems really started.


22- Services Or Amenities?

He snorted laughter.

The venerable Lord, fucking, Gary?

“What is that, peon?” The owl seneschal demanded furiously. “You dare laugh at the venerable Lord Gary?”

The idea of an owl-faced man making demands of Ash shouldn’t have set him off this badly, but it did. He laughed out loud, from where he was still kneeling.

“Listen,” he managed. “I’m down on one knee, and I haven’t set eyes on the venerable Lord Gary, but you said nothing about respect.”

“How dare you!” It wasn’t a question.

“Obeisance you’ve got,” he said, “for now. Respect is something completely different. That’s earned.”

This caused the owl man to literally sputter, beginning and stopping several sentences with ‘the nerve’ and ‘well I never’ and it was so adorably, laughably cliched Ash really wanted to laugh. Instead he kept his head down.

“That will be all, Mr. Hooters,” someone said, and Ash was about to look up when a pair of spears fell in a criss-cross formation over his back.

“Who are you, mystery hero?”

Hero, huh? And directly on the heels of that thought: Mr. Hooters! Really?

“I’m not certain I’m a hero, but I am an adventurer. My—“

“Nonsense,” the voice said. Ash decided the pompous and overblown tone of voice meant he was the venerable Lord Gary, Grand Poobah and High Mucketymuck of this nothing town. “You must be a mercenary for hire. Well, gold we have… for now.”

“Your lordship—” Mr. Hooters started to protest, and Ash sniffed to avoid snorting laughter again. The owl man turned his attention back to Ash, a sneer in his voice. “Why you—”

“Take your leave, Mr. Hooters, if you would be so kind.”

Yeah, Mr. Hooters, Ash really wanted to say, and his better judgement prevented him. “Now, you will rise, mercenary hero.”

Ash did so, and beheld the venerable Lord Gary, who was just a man. A cloud man.

As opposed to the shop owner who had tried to trick him down in Mexicali, Lord Gary cut a formidable figure. He stood tall, with a perfectly coifed hairdo made of the same cloudstuff that composed the rest of his body. Tiny twin electrical storms served as his eyes, and he stood with hands on hips, buck naked. For whatever reason, his nether region was a smooth, featurless curve back to a set of perfectly rounded buttocks. Ash was forced to observe these as Gary turned and walked back up the next few stairs to where his throne sat. Before he got there, a cape made of thunderclouds manifested on Gary’s shoulders, obscuring his butt and raising yet more questions in Ash’s mind, questions he wouldn’t ask. This wasn’t the time.

The cape swished out majestically and he took a regal seat on his lordly throne.

“Your Lordship, I’m not here—”

Gary held up a hand, and suddenly Ash kind of wanted to punch him in his face. “We face a dire threat, hero,” he said. “Can I count on you to meet my enemies on the field of battle?”

Absolutely not was the first thought that went running through Ash’s mind.

Gary grinned. “I forget myself,” he said. “Where are my manners? Please, address me as Lord Gary. I would know your name.”

“Ash… your lordship,” he said, when several of the guards made menacing half steps toward him. “Ash Phoenix.”

“Indeed, a Sorcerer, level 5, and I see you have some impressive abilities.”

Okay now that was interesting.

Ash could now see a series of windows and pop ups hovering in front of Lord Gary, mostly transparent but coming into greater focus. One of those showed his portrait, along with Ash Phoenix written backwards. Beneath this it read Level 5 Sorcerer. Beneath his portrait were the five abilities he’d seen in icon form.

Gary leaned forward on his throne, but his cape was caught beneath his butt, and he had to wiggle to give it some room so it didn’t choke him. “Here is the dilemma.”

“There are ten towns in the area,” he went on. “The other nine seem to have it in their minds that they can march armies out here and take anything they wish from my city.”

Suddenly the dirigibles and the other skyships didn’t seem so wondrous and awesome.

He was now viewing the rest of Gary’s windows more clearly. One of them was a city map with dots moving this way and that. These were goods and resources. Little gold nuggets floated from the gold mine up toward the city hall building, right here, where they disappeared. The worker people he’d seen swarming the city earlier were all here.

Another window showed the flow of water and waste. Water traveled up out of wells and along short aqueducts, with outlines of blue to show that all the sections of the city had water available. One area flashed yellow briefly, showing a broken section of aqueduct, and Gary quickly tapped on someone, then tapped out the order to fix the problem. Meanwhile other workers took brown steaming pile icons from all around the city to a dump area, and flung the little icons off the city to the world below. He flung this window away, annoyed, and brought up another one.

This one had oversized soldier icons on it, much larger than they should’ve otherwise been over the city. Most areas were yellow or orange, but one area was read, and he grunted in annoyance. Soon he had tapped another screen, brought up some other screen, and transformed ordinary citizens into soldiers. He then sent these out to the red area, which began flashing orange.

“They will be here in under a week,” the cloud lord said. “Wanting another five hundred pounds of gold.”

“I see,” he said. He wasn’t sure what else he should say.

“My. City.” Gary pounded a cloudy fist against the throne, but since it was made of cloud it didn’t actually make any noise. His balled fist puffed out into a bit of cloudstuff and quickly reformed.

“I’m not sure—“

“They come and demand tribute!” Gary thundered. He was standing now, walking back and forth next to his throne. “They send their armies to my doorstep and demand hundreds of pounds of gold, and for what? To make more and more soldiers for their armies, to bring more skyships into the air, to harass me. Me! No, they don’t make war on one another. Instead they all gang up on me. Me!”

“Don’t pay them,” Ash suggested, adding in an unhelpful shrug.

Gary had begun the conversation light gray, but his whole body had swirled and darkened until he was stormcloud colored, bruise purple and deep ashy gray, with tiny lightning bolts exploding here and there, dancing over his body.

“Don’t pay them? Don’t pay them? Well why didn’t I think of that!” Now he began to laugh. “Yes, of course, just invite the hundreds of invaders to come in, kill my guards, burn the wall, and then execute me before plundering every resource in my town.”

“Ah.”

Gary’s eyes flashed with literal lightning, and he made a gesture that said ‘see? Idiot!’ before resuming his pacing.

“I brought another hero with me,” he said. “A Rogue. Level 3.”

“You…” Gary’s body went through a number of contortions as he tried to process what all this meant.

“What’s your angle here, Ash Phoenix?” Lord Gary demanded. “You trying to rob me? Take over my town?”

“Surely not,” Ash responded, though that was an idea. “I would have brought an army, and not presented myself before you like this.”

Now he thought a level 5 hero was probably pretty good. On par with his former Journeyman level 6, heading to Expert.

“I’m here after my parents. I need to find them, and make sure they’re safe before leaving. There’s a lot of adventuring to do. You know, quests to complete, levels to gain.”

This seemed to mollify Gary. He did continue pacing, but he stopped looking like a category 5 hurricane. He still wasn’t happy. Who would be, if their town was constantly being used as a second gold mine?

“So I assume you have access to my parents, and you have a job for me to do. Get these invading cities to back off? Get them to make war on each other?”

“I need you… to establish a town at the other gold mine.”

***

“That makes no fucking sense,” Rachel said, and ripped off another hunk of bread before slathering it in warm butter and enjoying it with closed eyes and heavy purring. Ash watched her, and listened, and enjoyed her enjoyment. Then he took his own bite of pasta.

The sights, sounds and smells of the tavern made him curious about the real danger of these other towns. This place seemed so idyllic, so perfect. Sure dirigibles and skyships floated past, serene and silent, but they seemed far off, and small, and not capable of wreaking the sort of havoc Gary described.

“I didn’t get to the best part,” Ash said. “He wants the extra town to be another punching bag so the other cities leave his city alone. Essentially I’m just building a sequel to this place.”

Tinniel was glancing back and forth between them, mouth partly open, just watching them. Surely, that look said, they would discuss the insanity that transpired just a few hours ago.

Actually, they might, but Tinniel would have to bring it up first. If she wasn’t comfortable with what went down, and it seemed she wasn’t, she would broach the topic.

Unless her former self really was entirely Puritan and unable to handle any topic even remotely sexual in nature. It was going to be an interesting few days, with sexual tension thick enough to ground all incoming flights.

“How do you want to handle it?” Rachel asked.

“I’m not sure yet. I definitely don’t want to be handing the guy’s spies any ideas as to what we’re planning to do. We’re definitely not going to be discussing it here.”

“Up in the room?” Rachel asked, and honest-to-God, Tinniel actually squeaked a little. She bolted straight up in her seat and stared at them.

“You okay?” Rachel asked casually.

“I… I… why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“Because you have a whole shit load of sexual hang ups, and we’re sitting here pretending like we’re just okay with what happened earlier.”

The dam broke.

“How can you jsut sit there pretending like you’re okay with what just happened?” Tinniel wailed.

All eyes in the tavern turned on her.

Ash leaned in close enough that she flinched back away from him. Which didn’t feel great, but it had to be done. “Okay, we are either taking this discussion upstairs, or we are just putting a pin in it, because you are clearly not capable of having it here and now.”

“Just… talk?” Tinniel asked.

“Sure,” he said.

“That’s what you said last time!” she wailed again.

“Okay, that’s enough of that,” Rachel said, grabbed the fey by the wrist, and hauled her upstairs. Faster than Tinniel could recover, she was headed up the stairs. Her protests were quickly swallowed up by distance.

Ash took his time heading up there. He really savored his pasta, and the garlic bread, before wiping his mouth daintily and thanking the waitress, a pretty blonde half-dwarf half-gnome. Her compact, stocky, thoroughly muscled build was pretty great. She also had blonde eyes, a thing he hadn’t known was possible. The outfit she had on was meant to entice coins out of customers, and it was working.

First, the white lacy bit lifted and pressed her generous breasts together, much as it had with Aria. Below, the skirt hugged her hips but then flared out a bit like a dancer’s tutu, bouncing and showing just a hint more leg any time she bounded over. It was somehow low, just above the knee, and high, showing off a lot more thigh from where he was seated.

“My pleasure,” she said. “Will you need anything else?”

“Services, or amenities?” he asked, grinning. Hoping against hope that his Charming attribute and Hearts skills were both at play right now.

“Oh!” she said, and considered the question without much emotional display. “I assumed your needs were already taken care of by your felinian… consort?” She took her time with the last word, tasting it, making it clear she meant no offense in being wrong with her assumption.

“I have a range of needs,” he said.

“Well,” she said, and grinned. “I provide expert massage services, sponge baths, that sort of thing.”

“That sort of thing?” he asked.

She simply smiled in response, leaving it to his imagination.

He peered around. The ratio of waitstaff to customers was much higher than normal. “It won’t be a problem, if I monopolize your time?”

“Not at all,” she said, her smile both somehow easy and guarded.

“Then I’d like ‘that sort of thing.’” The innuendo was already making his pants feel uncomfortable, and he rather enjoyed that.

“Excellent,” she said, with a dimpled smile.

“My felinian companion and I might need some extra pillows and towels,” he said. “And ‘that sort of thing’ afterwards if you’re amenable.”

She was amenable for a price, of course.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

It turned out her name was Mylindria. Ash gave her his winningest smile and headed upstairs to deal with a capital S Situation.

“Just talk? Just talk? Like last time?” Tinniel was freaking out in a disheartening way, and he ground his teeth before heading into the room.

“I swear, we’re just going to talk,” Rachel was saying. “Last time we got a little heated, and got out of control a little bit, and there’s definitely no chance of that happening, okay?”

They needed to get past this in order for he and Rachel to do the job of… whatever the job ended up being.

Tinniel looked as though she’d seen the face of the devil when she set eyes on him. Her beautiful orange and purple eyes shone with pure terror then.

He spread his hands wide in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m not here to steal your soul, okay? I promise. No soul stealing.”

“Today,” Rachel said, with menace, and Tinniel literally jumped.

“You’re not helping,” he said. Then, to Tinniel, he once again spread his hands and tried to appear like a harmless half-orc half-drow with gray skin, lots of muscles, and a stern face. “Listen, we need to discuss plans, and how they’ll go off.”

“No getting off,” Rachel said.

“That’s after,” he said, then hurried on, realizing she probably feared him getting horny with her in the room again. “And not with you, don’t you worry about that. Rachel and I are going to host the half-gnome waitress, okay?”

“How can you just be okay with discussing this stuff out loud like it’s no big deal?”

“It’s… not?” Rachel offered.

“It is! It’s a big frigging deal! People have sex with people they love!”

Rachel blew a raspberry and waved a dismissive hand. “Sometimes people just have sex with people they’ve found in a bar. So they also have sex with people they don’t love.”

“Mylindria, for instance,” he said. “The half-gnome from downstairs. She’s just… playful.” He was pretty sure it was a tendency you might find in gnomes in general. Or maybe all little people, except Tinniel.

“I like that name,” Rachel said.

“I like most everything about her,” he said.

“I want to know what color her nipples are,” Rachel said.

“Oh, same.”

“What is wrong with you people!” Tinniel shrieked. She had two handfuls of her shirt and was twisting them back and forth with white knuckles.

“We’re trying to underscore that your experience with sex and talking about sex is radically different than ours, and that’s not a bad thing. It’s just different.”

“But you’re… you’ll…” Tinniel bit her lip, face twitching.

“There it is,” Ash said. “Out with it. Whatever you’re holding back right now, give it.”

“You’ll go to Hell!”

“Oh, honey,” Rachel said, not unkindly. Patronizing, yes, a bit, but not so much like a jerk.

“I met gods,” Ash said, and launched into a very abbreviated version of what had just happened with He Who Slumbers: the near-total party kill situation, the offer from the pantheon, his acceptance, his realization that it was all a sham, that he’d really been spreading the taint of an evil demon god from beyond comprehension, and then the furious backpedaling they’d done to first extricate themselves from the hypnosis. Finally, he went through the things they’d done to start undoing the damage they’d caused, the demonic infection that had been spreading because of his actions.

“What Ashley is curing is because of us,” he finished. “But that’s not the point. The point is I met the gods, and some of them are assholes. They give out power, but keep most of it for themselves.”

Oh, and every god she’d ever denounced as fake in the belief she knew the one, true, actual, real god… they were all dead, along with whichever version of whichever god she’d been worshipping all her life.

Rachel took her hand. “There are no more bibles, hon,” she said gently. “No christians. No muslims. No buddhists. And none of those people who go door to door and tell you very kindly you’re going to Hell if you don’t join their weird cult.”

“No scientologists either,” Ash offered.

It took her some time to come around to the realization, and even longer to accept it as true, but she eventually made it there.

Tinniel’s face suddenly brightened. “I need a minute.”

“We need to plan?”

“I’m not… I’m just… you two can handle it.”

She leapt up and fluttered out the window.

“Okay,” he said to an empty room.


23- Reconnaissance and Tactics

He and Rachel did plan. They discussed Gary the venerable lord mayor guy who ran the town, the type of game this was, and what their next steps might be.

This game appeared to be a civilization builder. Gary had the power to order people around, literally. ‘Peon duty’ meant getting transformed into a basic worder whose only job was to chop trees for lumber, haul gold up from the mine, or build buildings. ‘Guard duty’ or ‘soldier duty’ meant being transformed into a combat unit who would be sacrificed to the war machine if any of the other towns did make war on one another. Gary had said as much during their meeting.

For some reason, the homes here had been upgraded far beyond the defenses. None of the guards or soldiers seemed particularly impressive, not with fucking skyships and magi-tech everywhere.

“I wonder why this Gary guy built everything up this way,” Rachel said. The tavern building was a masterpiece. It was like something out of the high Roman era, or perhaps the Renaissance.

What good was a beautiful, intricately built tavern going to do when raiding parties in skyships descend out of the sky and torch the place?

The answer was they weren’t going to do any such thing. This city, which was calling itself Boulederia for some stupid reason, had made itself into a big fat pig for the other towns to carve up. Or rather a blood donor for these vampires to suck on periodically. Demanding tribute was something lots of ascendant empires did, so they could buy up bigger ships, train up better armies, and go lay waste to their actual threats. By painting Boulederia as a weaker nation, they’d be a little safer… assuming the umbrella wasn’t destroyed by the other, bigger empire. Any attacking empire might just put this place to the torch.

So they essentially had a couple of options.

First, establish another town in a gold mine Gary described. He could build it up to be more defensible, or in a position to lend soldiers and artillery to one side or another. He could also follow Gary’s lead, which seemed wildly stupid. So that way was out.

Second, he could test his heroic strength as a level 5 hero and try taking over Boulederia for himself. Then he could build up defenses and shut down opposition when it came with its greedy hand out. This option obviously had its appeal: they were here already, and knew where Gary was. It came with a whole lot of dangerous red flags, starting with his ignorance of the system. If this was a civilization builder and Gary was the only real player, they shouldn’t be able to kill him like this anyway.

But just like with the Spellcraft/Gemheart setting they’d just left, nothing was a perfect copy of the game itself. NPCs could make themselves into PCs and vice versa. Previously unkillable NPCs could be killed. They might be able to give quests and normally be invulnerable, but they weren’t actually immune to all danger ever.

So theoretically they could kill Gary, but didn’t know how. Yet.

Third, they could visit one of the ascendent imperial towns, offer up their services as heroes, and come back here with an army to subjugate Gary, install Lucy or Jez, maybe his parents, or take over just long enough to get the town to an acceptable level of safety.

The more he considered it, the more he thought it would be a bad idea to take over running a civ style game. He had played a simple civ game called MetroBuilder for a short time and found the endless squabbles and issues from the city inhabitants to be annoying and tiresome. They didn’t like the taxes. Police enforcement didn’t reach this part of the map. There was traffic. Pollution. Dirty water from the placement of industrial zones too close to residential zones. This other part didn’t have power because he didn’t generate enough gigawatts or whatever. The one he’d played didn’t even have enemy cities trying to steal your gold or send armies to kill you off, so there were extra added levels of danger he wasn’t equipped to handle, and didn’t want to deal with at all.

It was probably the way all these games were structured, but it was very much like there was literally no end to the game, and he had to get back to Ashley and the girls. He had little patience for a game that constantly made whiny demands of your time and forced you to micromanage so many people. Also he wanted his magic boner transforming card safely back in his inventory, so he could punish his lava girl for bing a jerk and perhaps get the twins in more compromising positions.

On the other hand, his instinct to take care of everything came on strong. He might have to pull an Atlas, and lift this entire city up by its bootstraps in order to suit his quest needs.

He groaned.

“What? I didn’t even touch you,” Rachel quipped, then turned her butt toward him. “Did you just have a premature ejaculation situation thinking about conditioning your slave’s back door, hmm?”

“There’s a lot we don’t know, and that doesn’t bode well for our success here,” he said. “Whenever you take on a new game system, there’s a learning curve, and the slower the curve, the more time it takes to master. The steeper curve might take less time—”

“But the game is really hard fright from the start,” she said. “Okay, I get you.”

“And there’s a chance I’ll be forced to take care of everything on order to ensure my parents are safe, and my friends don’t live in a completely dry city. Seriously, what kind of fun suck builds a fantasy town and then outlaws alcohol?”

Rachel commiserated, and put a hand on his. “I’m sorry. Do you want to just hit up another city?”

It was tempting. He could maybe settle Lucy, Damien and Jezebel in one of the better positioned cities, leave them off, and just… give up on the parents quest.

He knew he could never do that, though. They were assholes to him sometimes, but they had birthed him, they had raised him, they had thrown birthday parties and worked long hours to make sure he had a car and a meager college fund. Sure the first car was a junker, and sure the college fund hardly covered his first semester, and sure he’d wasted that money according to them, but he owed them at least a little.

Going to another city, settling Lucy and Jez there, and coming back afterwards… that could work. He’d have to pick the winning empire right off the bat.

He’d need Mylindria.

The bright-faced, busty half-gnome knocked on the room door right on time. Tinniel had just left. They’d gone through the parts of the plan that would get him executed for treason.

“Towel delivery!” she bubbled, poking her head in and grinning at them. Her excitement was such a balm for the problems with Tinniel.

She didn’t see Rachel’s tail swishing his face or her ass pointed right in his face. He wondered how she would’ve reacted to the situation, but passed it off.

“Mylindria," he said. “So pleased you came.”

She grinned. “I’m afraid it’s not a free call. Amenities are, of course, free, but I’m headed back downstairs unless services rendered are paid in full, in advance. There’s an hourly rate—”

“How much to have you stay the night?” Rachel blurted. “Or the rest of our lives?”

Both of them stared at her until she covered her mouth with her hands.

“I don’t know that we can—”

Ash produced the spork.

She froze, and a few minutes later the towels fell from her limp arms. She went to speak as well, but only got out the first half of the word ‘what’.

“Whaaaaaaaaaaa…”

Her feet took her slowly toward the spork, and she drifted across the room to where they were seated at the room’s table and chairs.

“What is it? Is it a spoon? Is it a fork? Ohhhh my head. That’s… ohhhh what the f—”

“Have a seat,” he said, and pulled up one of the chairs. She slumped unceremoniously into it.

“Before we get into who you were in the before times—”

“May. May name was just May. Where did Mylindria come from?”

“A pleasure to meet you, May. I need to know everything about the system you know,” he said.

“How did you—”

“I promise we’ll go over it. We can even have services if you’re still keen, but I need to know a lot of things and I don’t have a lot of time.”

She nodded, not taking her eyes off the spork. It was like Zirennia and watching other people fuck. Her eyes were just stuck there, and even blinking was faster than normal, so she could keep it in view as much as possible. Her legs worked open and closed, and Ash got several glimpses up her short skirt at a pair of powder blue panties.

“What’s the typical hero level?” he asked.

“There are a couple of fives,” Mylindria said. “But most of the heroes die in battles… some of them make it to level three but then the fives kill them off.” She finally crossed one leg over the other and began bobbing one foot.

Well that was good news.

“Or they get killed by the armies when battle hits.”

When he asked her to explain, it sounded a whole lot like the city lords, such as Gary, would send out massive amounts of units to do battle. The heroes were worth any number of regular soldiers, and if you used more than one in a battle you were almost assured victory. This led to a glance he shared with Rachel.

Mylindria then explained (while uncrossing her legs, and crossing them again) that a lot of the heroes spent a lot of time down on the surface, hunting down magic items and killing off monsters not aligned with any city, grinding xp so they could eventually join in battles without dying right away. The monsters kept respawning, too.

“So depending on synergy between heroes, or the tactics of the army combat system, the heroes can have a massive impact on the battles.”

Mylindria nodded, uncrossing her legs again, and crossing the right leg over her left. “Hundreds die in the battles. It’s terrible… but most of them return.”

Ash found his eyes drawn to her stocky, muscled calves and the expanse of thigh now visible with her skirt riding up like it was.

“Most?”

“The heroes can be reborn, but the city lord has to expend a lot of resources to bring them back… higher level heroes have a higher resurrection cost. And the lord has to expend resources on the soldiers and guards as well, obviously.”

So the resources being given over to these other cities was depleting Boulederia’s combat capability, and strengthening the enemy’s. Meanwhile Gary kept making a weak and indefensible city more opulent and grandiose… why?

Mylindria blinked at the question several times. “I… think all the citizens demanded really nice houses. When everything changed, and we still remembered who we were, and everybody was starting to freak out. They didn’t know at first that Gary could just transform them into workers or guards whenever he wanted. Maybe Gary didn’t even know he could do that, at first.”

There was also a good chance that Gary wasn’t an utter douche canoe, or hadn’t been at the beginning of the apocalypse, wanted to give the people what he could give them, and only later figured out that he needed to protect the city with strong defenses and upgraded soldiers. By then he had spent a ridiculous amount on upgrades in the form of first research, then converting each house in turn using more and more resources.

Mylindria confirmed this as they went through the hypotheticals, adding clarifications here and there. The gold mine was joined by an iron mine, a coal mine, and lastly before Ash his girls showed up, a celestium mine.

“Celestium. The mineral or crystal that allows for magic items,” Ash guessed, and received a confirmation nod.

Higher level building projects required more time to complete, meaning that everyone would know, by the presence of construction scaffolding, what was being upgraded. Now there was no way for Gary to simply beef up his military in a short time.

“Also, they have much better defensive walls at the other cities,” Mylindria explained. “Towers with celestium powered weapons for handling skyships, soldiers equipped with celestium enhanced bows, that kind of thing.”

Unless Gary had a different target, like a small mining village established by Ash. Or some other distraction.

“I think we need to start a war,” he said.

***

Rachel let out a shaky breath, both palms on the round table. The blonde half-gnome had her feet up on the table, and had been crossing and uncrossing her legs for the better part of twenty minutes while telling him all about the town and the rival towns all vying for a slice of that Boulederia bacon.

“Are we going to get freaky, by the way?” Mylindria suddenly asked.

Both Rachel and Ash perked right up. “Wait, what?”

“Oh,” she said, clearly looking crestfallen. “I was almost sure you brought me up here was to hire me to do some really kinky or nasty stuff. Was this really just for information about the town?”

“Oh, we did!” Rachel started, staring hard at Ash. She might not have had telepathy, but the intention was clear: don’t let this one get away. Mylindria got Rachel’s motor running in a way he would soon understand.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Ash said, “I thought the spork would have the opposite effect.”

“Ohhhhh,” Mylindria said, staring at it. “What does it do? Wait… I remember being May. This thing, like, puts you back in your right mind, right?”

“Essentially, it brings you back to the person you were. It reminds you that earth was a thing. So there’s a lot of disorientation.”

“I was a… let’s call me a dancer,” she said.

“A dancer. A stripper?”

“Sure,” she said brightly. “I worked in a place for a little while, making dollar bills with a g-string. I was prepared to get into some direct streaming work when this whole thing happened. Stream for paying customers. Private shows. I had been in touch with some other live streaming people: girls, guys, couples, you know. Talked with a lot of people about how to set it up and go about doing it. And so when someone requests a private show, you uh… you just do anything they’re into.”

They stared at her.

“I was really only doing myself for a couple of months. Toys, you know? But I was building up a nice client base. Rich guys not wanting to cheat on their wives, so they pay and watch me get myself off. And, you know, some of them obviously want to join in, fly you out to their sketchy or legit private residences and do gross things to you. Others want you to do a girl, or a guy, or several guys, a whole basketball team, or a trans person. They want to watch anal, or gigantic dildoes or watch me get slapped around. Or more twisted stuff.”

This time when she uncrossed her legs, Ash didn’t shy away from staring down the expanse of exposed flesh to her panties. Was it his imagination or were they shining? Had they been shiny before?

She shrugged off all the perverted acts that never happened to her, things she’d never done for money. “I didn’t have a chance to do any of that, since everything went wild, so I’m not worried about it.”

“Really it was probably a blessing, since my parents probably would’ve figured out what I was up to. I mean I never left the house, bought a bunch of cute lingerie and mini skirts and filming equipment and stuff, and the money started really coming in. They would’ve known eventually.”

She bit her lip and scooted forward, which caused her skirt to rise up a little, and she spread her legs enough to get light directly on the powder blue panties she had on. These were just a bit lacy.

“How much of this have you done since?” Rachel asked, fascinated, and also staring down between the half-gnome’s legs.

The next time he made eye contact with her odd blonde eyes, she shifted her bodice so her cleavage deepened. She grinned.

“None, actually. It’s illegal.”

They stiffened, which caused her to laugh. “You don’t have to worry about that,” she said. “I’m not going to get this hunk of meat thrown in the jail.” She laughed, a light and musical sound that didn’t fit the filth she had been talking. “None of the people here are rich or influential enough to afford me. None of them have a six pack. They don’t look like this guy over here.” She cocked her thumb at Ash. “I need to get my hands on those fucking shoulder muscles. He looks really yummy.”

He grinned and shook his head. This cute little blonde, four and half feet tall and poured into her cute waitress outfit was actually just bored and picky.

“I figured you wanted to get that level 5 cock sucked, or have me eat out your girlfriend here while you watched.” She perked up. “Or, wait, are we tying her up? I can totally sit on her face and do some smother play while we’ve got her there. You can tease her and we can make out, or… or I’ll sit on her face and suck your cock at the same time. What do you think?”

Rachel locked eyes with him. “She’s far more filthy than I thought she’d be.”

“It’s kind of awesome.”

“Are you the type who wants to do her anal and have me suck it straight after? Ass to mouth stuff? I can do that. I’ll make it the best time you’ve ever had. It’s not free, though,” she said, and pulled her top down just enough to have the edge of her nipple showing. “You got the coin? I need to get out of town, so as long as you can pay, I’ll do pretty much whatever.”


24- Desperation Adds Sauce To The Mix

Ash carved his way through the three smaller basilisk looking lizard creatures, with three sets of legs on each side, with a stare attack that could inflict stun in addition to damage. They weren’t too tough, and the stun attack never lasted long enough for them to charge it up again.

He, Rachel and Tinniel had stayed well out of range, drawing aggro with Tinniel’s superior bow. A very useful choice for this tactical battle game with civilization building elements, as it turned out. She kept plunking the shots into the things as they made their sluggish way toward Ash and Rachel. They would periodically stop and their eyes would flash, at which point the pain would erupt throughout his body and he’d get a series of stars revolving around his head. Rachel too.

By the time the creatures reached them, Tinniel had done a goodly amount of damage with her bow, and he had put on Boiling Blood and Dragon’s Blood. The dragon scales shrugged off most of the bite damage, and his level was enough to stop him from being petrified. One of them just latched on, ignoring all the arrows that kept sprouting from its side from Tinniel. The other one he torched into a charcoal briquette with no trouble. Rachel

Without much in the way of healing, he was forced to kill the remaining smaller one by using Telekinesis to fling it straight up in the air. It died some fifteen seconds later, in the midst of their meeting to take on the boss monster.

The fourth and largest basilisk creature, a mottled green striped with purple that reminded him of Ariella, was another story.

The plan took practically no time to work up. “Rachel, you use your Shadow Blend ability and stay still.” Splat. “Tinniel draws it to me, where I continue taking damage and roasting it with Fireballs. You Backstab it. Tinniel never stops firing arrows.”

“You’ll need to signal me, because I don’t want friendly fire,” Rachel said. She shook her head. “You had to pick fire. It’s so cliched.”

“There’s a three second delay between castings,” he said. “You can get in there and get back out, right?” She was the fastest of the three of them, despite his higher level and Tinniel’s ability to fly.

“I think so.”

“I’ll wait an extra second between Fireballs then. Happy?”

“If we get enough money to bring that blonde nympho to bed, I’ll be happy,” Rachel shot back.

“Gross!” Tinniel said.

“Oh shush,” Rachel told her. “You should’ve seen her.”

“I did see her. She was our waitress. I was there, you know.”

“Well she’s willing to do basically anything Ash wants as long as we have enough coins. Butt stuff, lesbian stuff, probably pegging if Ash was into that.”

“I’m not,” he said, grinning. It was fun to see Rachel so gung ho for having some Mylindria.

Tinniel was unimpressed. “Wait… are we out here doing battle, taking damage, killing monsters, just so you two can have sex with the hooker waitress?”

“We’re doing this to level you up, to get you experience, and hopefully get you more than a single skill,” he told her.

“Also, she’s technically not a prostitute,” Rachel clarified. “She hasn’t sold out her services to anyone yet.”

“That seems like a mighty fine line.”

“We’ll have sex with you for free,” Rachel suggested. “What do you say?”

“That’s not what I was getting at.”

“What I’m hoping to get at is in your pants,” Rachel responded, and graced her with a wicked smile.

“Ugh! You two are infuriating! And gross.”

“I don’t know how I got lumped into this, but I resent it,” Ash added.

“Oh, don’t act like you wouldn’t tear her in half with that tool you’ve got in your pants,” Rachel said.

“Ew!”

Ash shrugged and appeared to think this over. “She’d have to really want that. The card I have specifically makes me compatible with any sexual partner I’m with.”

“Can we just go kill this monster?” Tinniel asked. “It’s right over there, staring at us, and surprisingly nonchalant about us murdering its three babies.”

“Fine,” Rachel said, then whirled to face Ash. She got into his personal space and licked the entire length of his neck, from collar bone to ear, staring at Tinniel the whole time.

Tinniel was not pleased. “Fucking. Yikes.”

“She talks less when she’s on the defensive like this,” Rachel whispered. “I’m into that.”

They enacted the plan, which meant Ash taking several more stunning stare attacks once it got into range, and he spaced out his Fireballs to allow Rachel time to backstab and dance away. This actually worked better, because the creature whirled to see what had just done a critical, poisoned strike on it, only to take another Fireball in its now poisoned, bleeding ass. Then, when it spun again, Rachel had the ability to creep in again.

Soon the creature was dead, and several facts became instantly clear: one, level 6 was a hell of a long way off. He would have to kill about a hundred more mobs like this. Two, Tinniel went up a level immediately and grabbed up what seemed like a nice ability called Swift Strider. She’d already had Power Shot, and this meant she could drain her stamina to move at fifty percent her max speed.

“You’re going to aggro much better like this,” he said. It also hopefully gave them an option or two against the other cities.

Rachel wasn’t close to level 4, but it wouldn’t take her nearly as long as it would take him. He barely had a speck of xp on the bar. She had Shadow Blend to get out of sight and Backstab to deal a fuck ton of damage, along with Noxious Strike for poison damage over time, and Uncanny Evade to take less damage in the unlikely even she was being targeted by someone she shouldn’t.

While it didn’t make sense for her to have an extra ability, Rachel shrugged it off, claiming that Rogues just did more stuff than all the other classes. Then her tail swished imperiously and she went to claim the treasure box guarded by the basilisks.

“Coins!” she shouted triumphantly.

“Why does she have to do that?” Tinniel grumped. “Does she really want you to… bump uglies with some random wench from a random town?”

Ash snorted. “Bump uglies.” Then he laughed and laughed, while Tinniel crossed her arms and tried to appear offended without also looking adorable and cute. In that she failed.

Down on the surface sat a forest broken by sharp chasms, like the world had been dredged by the tail of something bigger than Godzilla. Down in those chasms were larger and scarier monsters, but even on the surface, the forests had their fill of beasties. Sometimes downed trees formed natural bridges, and in other places, bridges spanned the chasms. In a lot of places, though, Ash was forced to gently, telekinetically bring Rachel across.

Ash and the girls spent a number of hours just grinding experience. They killed packs of hyena-like warriors called gnolls, packs of minotaurs, packs of slimes, and even packs of whirling stones going with runes and held together by magical light energy. They always seemed to come in packs of three to five smaller ones, and a larger boss. No doubt these would’ve been a much harder situation to dal with if Tinniel hadn’t been able to draw them out back towards him and a hidden Rachel. He wouldn’t have been able to draw the smaller ones away without facing the bosses at the same time, and the bosses always required the three of them working in concert to take down.

Tinniel made level 3 as they were getting close to calling it for the day. She got Multi Shot, Rebounding Shot, Piercing Shot, and Combination Shot all at the same time. Appropriately, she was amazed.

“What… why?” Rachel asked, and Ash gave her a kiss to calm her jealousy.

None of the individual powers was so amazing; all of them worked as advertised. Multi Shot split a single arrow into five arrows. Rebounding Shot meant arrows that missed could hit a rock or tree, and bounce towards enemies. Piercing Shot made arrows go straight through enemies and hit any enemies directly behind them in a line.

Arrows were still arrows: just bits of sharp steel that stuck in enemies. They weren’t highly empowered by her gem-set bow. Only Multi Shot would really work on its own, which was why the last ability was a game changer.

With Combination Shot, she could link any of the other abilities together for synergy. Multiple high powered shots, or multiple piercing shots. Powerful shots that rebounded off their initial targets and could hit another nearby, or shots that went through enemies, rebounded off obstacles, and went back through the enemies again. The mana costs would link with stamina costs, and scale up rapidly for the amount of other abilities that went into use.

Once again, just like with Ashley’s racial cards, he suddenly wished he could have Tinniel’s abilities, and make the most of them. In most cases, he felt like he would know better than the fey how to group up the shots to maximize efficiency. He’d draw enemies into a boxy cliff area and do a fully empowered Power, Rebounding, Piercing, Multi Shot and shred enemies in a flurry of steel.

“What were we hoping accomplish?” Tinniel asked. She’d burned her stamina down drawing the last rune stone creature around in a wide circle, since it was impervious to Rachel’s Backstab. It didn’t have a back to stab.

“We were obviously hoping to get enough money to help poor Mylindria leave the city forever.”

“You mean fornicate with her in the most disgusting ways possible.”

Rachel batted her eyelashes and clasped her hands in front of her in a way that was supremely cute. “Po-tay-to po-tah-to.”

“Is that all we were doing here?”

“Not at all,” Ash said. “We just got you a bunch of abilities, all your stats went up, and you’re a lot harder to kill now.” He was only about a third of the way to level 6, even though they’d been at it for hours and she had gone up two levels.

“And now you’re exhausted and hurt, so you have to listen to us,” Kirith announced from not far off.

What in the hells were they doing here?

Ash hadn’t forgotten they had come to Boulederia, but their presence was nowhere near the top of his list of priorities. He spun to face them, and wondered what she wanted now. A rematch? He no longer had his Bard abilities, meaning he couldn’t just paralyze her with indecision and follow that up by fucking her adventuring partner right in front of her face.

It was just Kirith and the orren this time. The angelus still looked as amazing as ever, with a halo of inner light giving her a soft glow, and her hair still blew in a nonexistent wind. She had the spectral sword pointed down at him from the prow of their Viking long ship, but instead of the drow Cleric and the half-elf Warlock with her party, she’d been reduced from four male supporting staff down to just one.

“What happened?” he asked.

“You happened, you fucking pest,” she spat. “What do you think happened? Ariella came after us again, this time in the town.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond to this. They didn’t have time, and it wasn’t his problem. He settled on a simple, “Oh.”

“Oh? Is that all you have to say about destroying my adventuring party?”

“You want some? You come down here and fight me,” he said. “Otherwise, if you’ve got some reason beyond blaming me for your being a criminal, be about it.”

“You… You…”

A rumbling from the orren seemed to calm her. The orren placed a gigantic hand on her shoulder, and she deflated.

“Fine,” she said. “”I need you to sit Ariella down and tell her to back off. I can’t lose anymore of my adventuring party.” A thought struck her, because she cackled, with no small hint of madness. “Like I even have a party left. The cleric disappeared, probably Ariella, and my warlock decided enough was enough. He just left.”

“So it’s just you and the orren, huh?” he asked.

“Are you going to help me or not?”

“I have no reason to do so,” he said.

Her face twitched. She clearly wanted to dive off the bow of this ship and start stabbing. Unfortunately, her Monk had gone full ninja, and was picking off her party members one at a time. She wouldn’t stop with the orren either, but probably end up with a showdown between Ariella and Kirith. Ash was proud of her.

“What do you want? Money? We can pay.” When he didn’t respond, the hard mask of the negotiator cracked. “You want the ship, don’t you? Well… fine. If you can assure me she won’t come after us, you can have the gods damned ship.” She looked to be on the verge of saying something else, calling him names or offering up more, but he held up a hand. He didn’t want her fear and misplaced anger towards him to sour what were otherwise great negotiations so far.

He exchanged glances with Rachel and Tinniel. Although Rachel seemed quietly satisfied with how this was going, TInniel appeared to have something of an idea, and he was keen to listen. “Give me a moment to confer with my colleagues.”

They got a safe distance away and he nodded at the fey. “Okay… what are you thinking?”

“We need help starting the war, right?” she asked. “We’re just three heroes, two of us are lower level, and you’re an elite. They’re both level 5, too. They can help do this.”

Ash had also considered this, and nodded. Ariella and the silent terror she inspired was a powerful motivator. He returned to the ship. “Here’s what we’ll do. First, we’ll take whatever coin you have on hand.”

Rachel giggled quietly, and Tinniel started cursing under her breath.

“Next, we have a special mission that needs doing. We’ll need a flag and a unit of Lord Gary’s finest.”

“You can come out, Ariella,” he said.

She hadn’t been difficult to locate. Waffles had done so on the way back to report nothing about his parents. Unfortunately they had been other people for just too long, and wouldn’t be found by his hound dog’s sniffer.

Instead, Ariella had found the pup wandering the streets of Boulederia and been rubbing his tummy for a good twenty minutes when Ash reappeared in the city.

“I’m not working with Kirith,” he half lied.

“I can smell her on you,” she said.

“She came to me, pleading with me to help stop you.”

Ariella licked one eye, and then the other. It dawned on him after several moments that she was trying not to cry. “She… she deserves this.”

“I know she hurt you really bad,” he said. “I know it sucks.”

She surged forward and collapsed into his embrace, hugging him so tight he wondered if her stats were a match for his. She was only a level 4 hero, but she probably had a higher strength than he did.

“She hurt me… so bad,” she sobbed.

“I know. I know,” he said, and patted her on the back.

“She needs to be punished!”

“Has she been? She’s terrified of you.”

“She needs to pay.”

“Ariella,” he said softly. “Travel with me. Help me and Rachel and Tinniel.”

She pulled away and stared at him. “But I… I have to…”

“You’re going to end up in a very dark place. I don’t want you to live in a revenge hole the rest of your life. I don’t think you want that either.

“You come with me, you’re safe from her. You don’t have to live under the cloud of the past. We can go to new places, find new and weird monsters, laugh together, and I’ll make you turn colors you’ve never been before.”

She stared at him for a number of long moments, searching his face for the answer.

“We’re good people,” he said. “Aria is our cook and she’s an adorable little goblin. Ashley is our cleric, and she always heals everybody first. She doesn’t want any of the glory for herself. I have an artificer who’s, honestly, a bit of a horndog. She really wants to get in everyone’s pants. Just tell her no and she’ll back off, I promise. Rachel is a thief with an adorable side. Tinniel… she might not stay with us, but I like her. She’s got some serious guts. But we’re good people.”

Mizu and Netsu were dancing around the very edges of that statement, but he could probably bring them around. They could be good people. Mizu had been bright and beautiful before the secret came out. Netsu was trying hard to repair her relationship with her sister after all the damage she’d done.

“I…”

“You don’t have to decide now,” he said. “Take your time. For now, I need Kirith and her ship to help me with a plan.”

She drew away from him. “What?”

“You think I’m asking you to stop out of the goodness of my heart?” He laughed. “Ohhhh no. I mean honestly, I think you’d be better off not pursuing revenge forever.” There was a lot of ‘revenge is a never-ending quest’ fiction out there for a reason. Either it sold really well, or it had something of a kernel of truth embedded in it: revenge turned you bad. “She needs to learn not to hurt people, and that includes the people closest to her. So she’s going to do something incredibly dangerous for me.”

Actually, she was about to do something incredibly stupid, and not for Ash.


25- Your Ticket Out

Ariella tensed, swore, and vaulted backwards just as Ash got bowled over by a stone far bigger than he was.

Warning! You have suffered a large drop in HP in a single attack. Meteor Smash has inflicted stun.

He went flying. Literally, from the moment the orren Mauler hit him to the time he struck the cobblestones he had time to put on Dragon’s Blood and use Telekinesis to slow himself so he only took a handful of damage from the impact. This attack did succeed in one objective: he was flung away from Ariella and Kirith.

Looking up, he saw the orren flying at him again, and he had just enough time to throw himself aside before the rock creature barreled into him again.

A glancing blow this time, thankfully, and now he had time for Boiling Blood.

“You couldn’t have waited,” he hissed.

“You and me gotta dance,” the orren said.

“Oh yeah? And why’s that?”

“Ariella’s done. She’s nothing but a soul for the blade now.”

Farther off, Waffles barked. Ash dodged aside, fully beneath the creature’s swiping arm this time, and used his familiar’s ears to listen in.

“This ends now, Ariella.”

The lizardfolk girl laughed. “Now that the party is from five down to two? I’ve already done sixty percent of the work.”

“You cunt,” the angelus spat, in a most un-angel-like way. “How—”

A flurry of blows took place, somewhere, and Ash’s mental command was for Waffles to keep the fight in view. In the meantime, he engaged Replenishing Aura and used his superior speed to keep the orren from pummeling him into street pizza.

“How much did you pay him to betray me?” Ariella said.

“Pff, that idiot?” Kirith laughed. “He didn’t even know which of us he wanted to seduce.”

“That’s not true!”

The fight continued, a furious exchange of blows involving Ariella being forced to block Kirith’s arms instead of her sword, or dodge entirely. The spectral flame of the sword would cut through the armored and bladed gauntlets Ariella wore. At the same time, Kirith needed to keep the lizardfolk Monk at bay. As long as she could keep her out of reach, there would be no real fight.

“He figured out our operation, Ari. He used your innocence to lure you to your room. It wasn’t about you at all. He didn’t want you, he just wanted to humiliate me.”

“Shut up! You’re lying.”

The angelus laughed. “You think anyone would actually like you? The way you are? The way you look?”

In the meantime, Ash took a glancing blow to his crossed forearms, and allowed himself to be driven back. He skipped out of reach and watched the Boiling Blood drive cracks through his opponent’s arms.

“Big mistake taunting Kirith like that,” the orren grumbled.

“Die in a fire,” he said.

Ash soon understood that the sound of rocks grating together was actually the creature laughing. “Yeah, buddy. Yeah. Half damage from fire, but I tell ya what, I’ll see what I can do.” Then he launched into another series of jabs and crosses, with the occasional uppercut or feint.

The orren wasn’t trying hard, and that was clear in the headlong charges and the lack of engaging special abilities. They were only trying to keep him from being a part of the fight between the angelus and the lizardfolk.

Which was laughable. Ash grinned and engaged Telekinesis.

Both the women stopped their fight. Waffles, two blocks away, heard the colossal boom, and all three of them saw the plume of dust.

“No,” Kirith hissed. “No!”

“You should never have gone up against him,” Ariella said, and the fight resumed with another flurry of attacks, parries, and a desperate attempt to keep Ariella from getting inside her reach.

Ash retreated away from the choking dust, which would only aid the orren. If he knew anything about these player character races, it would be that it had earth-based powers. One of those was probably slowly healing while in contact with earth, like the demigod Antaeus. The ability to see through a cloud of dust was definitely in its wheelhouse. In the meantime he used Dragonscale, and replenished the armor he’d lost when taking hits.

The Mauler was a tanky class, and would take a lot more punishment, but he’d pulled down a section of wall from one of these exquisite buildings and clobbered the fucker.

He was nearly there…

The orren flew out of the dust, again using Meteor Smash, and crashed into him.

“Now I’m gonna kill ya,” the thing said.

“Is that so?”

Ash had fought this fight before. He backed further down the street, dodging, diving, ducking and deflecting, until the wooden palisade came into view.

Ariella and Kirith continued their dance. Both were now bloodied, from Kirith making a mistake here that allowed Ariella inside her guard, or Ariella trying to force openings and taking cuts from the spectral blade. With every cut of the purple flamed blade, more and more flames danced along the lizardfolk’s pebbly hide. Eventually she would be consumed and sucked into the sword, leaving a desiccated corpse with burned out eyes.

All Ariella needed was one opening. Then again, all Kirith needed was for her to make one serious mistake.

The orren charged, course corrected, and slammed into Ash once more. Again, huge cracks formed in the shoulder where it struck him. Given enough time, Boiling Blood could deal retributive damage enough to take the Mauler down. The big problem with this was Ash would be dead long before this thing lost its ridiculous amount of hit points.

Instead, he grabbed a chunk of stone from a nearby structure with Telekinesis and blasted the orren into, then through the palisade wall.

And out into the open air.

“See you,” he said, though he couldn’t hear himself through the crunch of impact, or the crack of the wooden wall snapping apart.

“Now,” he said.

Waffles opened up his mouth, barked once at the two facing off against one another, and fire blasted out of his mouth. Ariella, a Monk, had some movement ability similar to Rachel’s, and flipped adroitly aside. Kirith took the Fireball in the side of the head.

***

When the smoke cleared and Ash got there, Kirith was already missing her sword hand, cut clean off at the wrist. She was writhing on the ground, most of the flesh of her left side burnt away, and she no longer had that telltale angelus glow.

“Kill… me…” she managed.

Ariella looked at her, then looked a question up toward Ash. She didn’t have eyebrows, so the look was a bit inscrutable, but he thought it was perhaps permission to go ahead with the execution.

“Edrus attacked you,” she said. She’d taken on that exhausted, bewildered tone of people who had had their entire worldviews completely rearranged right before their eyes.

“The orren?” He nodded thoughtfully, then indicated the hole in the palisade by cocking a thumb. “He was there to keep me away from you two.”

“So you…”

“Were not involved in her stupid plan,” he told her. “No.”

“And… I kill her?”

“It all depends on how much pain she’s put you through,” he said. “It also depends on whether or not you want to end her misery, or let it continue.”

“Just… kill me…” Kirith whispered.

“From what I understand, she could be revived by the city’s lord if he put up the gold for it. I think if she were to be healed, not now, but soon, she would scar,” he said. Just as a fact. A thing that was true. No judgement. Ariella was in such a fragile state that he didn’t think telling her what to do would be wise.

“I need to revise my plan,” he told her. “I’d really like you to help me, now that we can’t use Kirith or, uh… Edrus. There’s money in it, if that’s what you want, but we have to use Kirith’s ship here.”

It would’ve been a lot easier with two more level 5 heroes, but it would’ve been a lot harder with two level 5 heroes who betrayed him at the worst possible moment, so perhaps he had the better of it. Still, he didn’t want to go try starting a war with just himself, Rachel, and Tinniel. The fey was another one who he couldn’t entirely rely on.

“I… need some time to think about it,” she told him, eyes still fixed on Kirith.

“Sure,” he said. “Take your time… the girls and I will get on a plan in the next few days.”

She nodded absently. “Ash?”

“Hm?”

“Thank you.”

***

Rachel and Tinniel took over the piloting of the ship and its mooring. Ash had taken a whole lot of damage, and their party didn’t have a healer, not with Ash responsible for saving the whole world from a demon… god… thing.

When he collapsed into his seat at the tavern, Mylindria appeared with a hot apple cider and a plate of flaky pastry. She still had on the same body-hugging outfit that flared out mid-thigh, and she still had that devilish smirk pasted on her face.

“You’re not sitting in my section,” she said. “I had to tell Eash I’d take you.”

He smiled tiredly. “Yeah? Sorry.”

“You okay?”

He chuckled, which led her to join in. She could see the dirt, ripped clothing, the blood matted into his hair, the bruising. “Stupid question. You gonna be okay?”

“It’ll take time, and maybe that cherry strudel,” he said.

“Come on, then,” she told him, and got him to his feet. “Mylindria’s got you.” With his arm slung over her shoulder, he kept accidentally brushing up against her breast, which was an incredible shape and springiness. She led him to a booth set back away from the other tables, sat him down, and quickly fetched the food. Then she turned and drew a curtain he hadn’t seen, giving them a measure of privacy.

In here, the light was supplied by a softly glowing crystal lamp. The seat, like all the others, was plush and comfy.

She straddled his leg, sitting on one knee, and instantly a lot of his problems were forgotten. They weren’t gone, not by any stretch of the imagination, but he was now firmly focused on her hot crotch pressed right up against him, and how close they were.

“Are you sure this… is okay?” He asked, looking around for potential problems. The tavern hadn’t yet filled up, and was mostly empty, but again the solution was supplied by the staff themselves: there were plenty of them, more than enough to handle any amount of customers.

Sure sex with the waitresses was not allowed, and prostitution was illegal, but Mylindria got around this by ‘just accepting gifts’ of large amounts of money.

“It’ll be okay,” she told him.

“I’m sure it will,” he replied, thinking about what would happen if any of the town guard suddenly ripped the curtain back. However, this girl’s infectious smile, can-do attitude and bountiful cleavage took all his worries away.

She fed him strudel, first putting it directly in his mouth, and followed this up by placing the pastry in her cleavage. His hit points returned as he ate, and the bruising receded dramatically. He ate clumsily, and enjoyed the sound of her musical laughter while he was given time to lick it off her tits.

“You’ve got a little right…” She bent forward and licked it off his cheek, then stuck her tongue in his mouth and kissed him furiously for a solid minute. She eventually broke off, gasping and blushing. “That was nice… really nice.”

She’d begun grinding her crotch up and down his thigh during his feeding, and was now giggling and breathing shakily. Ash slid his hands up her thighs and under her skirt.

“Mmm, that’s right,” she said. “Come to Mama.”

“I think I’ve got your ticket out of town,” he told her, and ran his thumbs over her panty line.

“That right?” she whispered directly into his ear. “Somebody really wants Mylindria’s pussy all up and down his cock, doesn’t he? You want my hot… juicy… pussy huh?” She punctuated these words by licking his earlobe and jaw line.

He couldn’t very well explain that this was literally all he did: run around and solve people’s problems. No, he couldn’t explain it because his tongue was out and licking over every iota of her exposed flesh.

“What’s your plan, big guy? Rob the city treasury? Seduce Lord Gary’s first wife? Ohh I bet she’d go nuts for what you’ve got packing in here.”

“I’m going to give you a ship,” he told her. “And not a small ship either. You’ll need at least a handful of people to crew it.”

She groaned like she’d just stuffed his cock all the way up inside her.“What’s your favorite position, Ash Phoenix, broad shouldered sorcerer hero who’s gonna ram his longship all the way up in me?”

“I don’t play favorites,” he said.

“Oh, we’re doing all of them, are we?” she asked teasingly, and didn’t stop him when he pulled her panties aside or slipped his other hand under them and cupped one round butt cheek.

She slid her hand down over his crotch and found him already erect. “Oh, that’s right. Somebody’s ready for Mama. You ever do the one where I’m basically doing a handstand and you drive down into me like you’re drilling down to the center of the earth?”

“I can’t say that I have,” he told her.

“Well you’re going to. On the deck of that ship of mine.” She expertly pulled his member out of his pants and stroke the full length of it. Her hand didn’t quite encircle his full girth, and her eyes went wide when she finally got a look at it. “Jeez oh Petes, big fella, you going to throw in some healing potions with the ship? I can’t very well pilot the thing if I can’t stand up.”

She slithered over onto the bench next to him so he could keep his hands up her skirt. “Oh yeah, come to Mama. I knew this was going to be big, it was just a question of how big.”

“How big would you say it is?”

“Big enough to require healing afterwards,” she breathed, and sucked the head in. She gave it a few experimental slurps and sucks, then pulled off. “Fucking hell, Ash Phoenix. You got a hair trigger or something?”

“Huh?”

She tucked a lock of blonde hair behind one ear, looking up at him with her hypnotic yellow eyes. “This thing seems too good to be true. What’s the catch?”

He was suddenly and completely sure that he needed to boost his Diamonds skill as high as possible every single chance he got. Every level up would mean sinking all free levels into Diamonds. And he wouldn’t neglect his Lucky attribute either. He needed to get luckier.

“Suck it,” he breathed.

Her voice was hoarse and her cheeks fully red. Her eyelids had dropped to half mast, like she was ready to fall asleep. “Oh, Ash Phoenix, I’m going to suck it. You’re going to think about this day for the rest of your life.”

And suck it she did. At first, she only got the head in her mouth, but soon enough she started taking more and more of his cock every time she pushed forward. He had no idea how she was doing this. She would glance up at him and purr deep in her throat, and the vibrations would rumble along his shaft in a supremely satisfying way.

When she had half of it down her throat he began wondering where his cock was going. All the way down to her belly button? He was something like a foot long at this point. His body had been affected by the level ups, and he was practically better than an Olympian, physically speaking. He had grown in length, girth, and then volume when he climaxed. She was barely four and a half feet, and this looked truly obscene.

Was it magic? Did the gnome part of her just grow her mouth bigger and bigger until she could suck every centimeter of him?

“Fuuuuuck,” he groaned, and she groaned like ‘Mmm-hmmm,’ as if she was telling him ‘that’s exactly what’s about to happen next.’ “Goddamn… I just had a lizardfolk too, and this is just about as good.”

In response she started sucking him from head almost all the way down to the root. He watched in fascination as more and more of him went in her mouth. He actually stopped fingering her and playing with her soaked pussy in order to cup her throat, for science.

On the next downstroke, her throat distended further, and he even felt the ridge of his cocked pass by his fingers, through the flesh of her throat. The pleasure was insane. Even with Ariella sucking him in her huge gecko mouth, it wasn’t tight like this. This was almost like fucking Ashley or Evie’s asses.

“Ohhhh,” he said, and held the back of her head. She gagged, choked, and her whole throat contracted around him like she was having an orgasm. When she came back up for air, she coughed and sputtered, then grinned at him and dove back down.

The minutes passed like this, with him goggling at her, and finally him getting his hands back at her very hot, totally soaked pussy. He had two fingers in her and another rubbing over her clit.

It wasn’t necessary. She pulled off him, and smiled weakly. “I came already, just sucking it.”

“Oh.”

“Twice.”

“Oh?”

“I mean don’t stop fingering me… it’s great. Yes, like that, little circles. A little higher… yeah right there.” Her eyes lost focus again. “I didn’t need the fingers though. Good gods, this thing… I might need it in my life.”

He pushed her head back down, and enjoyed her snort of laughter while she deep throated him yet again.

Finally he could take it no longer. He pulled her head up off him, and she slid down onto the floor, two hands on him, holding him like a bit two handed sword.

“Go on, big guy. Wherever you want it.”

Her gorgeous eyes were closed, and she had her tongue out like his cock was ice cream.

He painted her face completely. Her grin afterwards was equal parts wicked and innocently playful.


26- Say Anything But No

She didn’t have to wait for her shift to be over to head out of the tavern and out to the docks with him. Of course, she had to get cleaned up first, and that involved scooping his seed off her face and giving it a hearty lick, then exclaiming that, by gods, it was amazing. She then scooped the rest of it into her mouth, telling him that in the future, she wanted it all right there. Pointing to her tongue, of course. She might’ve gotten her wish if she’d kept talking like that, because his cock was showing signs of life by the time she had cleaned herself off with one of the tavern napkins.

No, she promised, there would be plenty of that, and plenty of time spent on that, just as soon as she saw her new ship. She insisted on seeing the ship, inspecting it, and showing her thanks for the ship with her body.

“I’ll make you a deal,” she told him. “We consummate ownership of this skyship everywhere possible. Below decks fore, aft, and in every berth. On decks fore, aft, at the ship’s wheel, in the crow’s nest, everywhere.”

He liked this deal.

“And you got this ship… how?”

“The former owners attempted to murder me, but I killed the pilot instead. And the captain is presently on death’s door.”

“You don’t fuck around, do you?” she asked.

“He really does,” Rachel said from behind them. She stopped. “Did you… did you start without me?”

“Pet?” he asked lightly, and got a very annoyed, very conflicted expression in response. She did, however, back the hell down.

They reached the roof of the warehouse and skyship dock, and headed past several stunned and speechless workers. The warehouse, like all other places around the city, was far nicer than it had any right to be. Gary’s city could’ve been comparable in military might with the other nearby cities. Instead you had warehouses with crystal lamps, high ceilings, in good repair, good drainage, no rats in sight. Ash thought it was a useful upgrade, even though it probably cost them safety and security in the long term.

They headed up the well maintained staircase out past a staring guard, to where Kirith’s ship was moored.

“She’s beautiful…” Mylindria whispered. She turned to him. “I can’t wait to put my hands on the rails here, bend over, and have you rail me for all you’re worth.”

“Feisty one,” Rachel said, smirking. “Me likey.”

Mylindria turned a bewildered, awestruck look on him. “Gods, Ash, when I said I wanted to leave this city, I thought you’d maybe get me enough money to book passage on a ship like this, with money to start over somewhere else.”

“We aim to please?” he said sheepishly, rubbing the back of his neck. She wasn’t getting the ship right this moment… but she wouldn’t let him tell her.

“Oh my fucking gods, Ash, you must really want to do some kinky shit to me. Is it feet? Or is it more painful than that? Double anal? You have some other guy friend who I also have to do? I mean how can I say no?”

She ran her fingers over the repulsers, even though Ash was pretty sure people shouldn’t get that close to magic goop sloshing around beneath the ship, constantly keeping it hovering several meters above the warehouse roof. She trailed her fingers over the hull, too, turning back to grin and show him how excited she was to have the damn thing.

“I’ll have to take a couple of hours to stretch myself out enough,” she told him, “but I think I can take a fist.”

A squeeze at his hand brought his attention back to Rachel, who was staring at him with a look like it was her birthday, and Christmas. She mouthed ‘Wow!’ at him before making a fist, looking at it, looking at him, and nodding.

Mylindria ascended the stairs that had magically sprang into being to lead her up on deck. “Is that what we’re doing? Or is it darker? I mean I don’t particularly love the idea of sullying my new ship, but—”

“Mylindria?” he asked.

“Now?” she asked, and surveyed the rest of the city. Only another couple of buildings were higher than they were, so only a few people would have a vantage. “I guess if they’re at the great temple and have a spyglass, they deserve to watch.”

In just moments, she had her breasts free, and was wriggling down out of the tight tavern uniform. She was waggling her gorgeously sculpted ass a bit more than was strictly necessary, bent at the waist, grinning at him and making sure he had his eyes securely glued to what was being revealed.

Her ass and then her pussy came into view, and the uniform dropped to the deck. It was shaven, he knew that much just by touch, but she was wet enough that strings of moisture stuck to the insides of her panties. She was wetter than he’d ever seen a girl.

Rachel sighed with longing.

“Be gentle,” Mylindria said, grinning. “Or don’t. You’ve more than earned the rough treatment, Ash.”

“My, listen—”

“We can go dirty. You want to call me a whore? Is My your little whore? I want my first to be your big, thick, gray—”

“I can’t give you the ship yet,” he said, feeling like an asshole.

She froze, still bent over.

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t—”

“It’s fine,” she said, straightening. Her tone indicated it was not at all fine. It was one of those heavily loaded statements that drove Ash nuts about his girlfriend.

“I need to use it.”

“You need to use the gift you’re giving me.”

Suddenly Mylindria, who was stacked up perfectly to give men pleasure, was getting on his fucking nerves. To complain about something she hadn’t even known existed ten minutes ago was something else.

He took a heavy step forwards, and then another. Rachel muttered, ‘Oh shit,’ and backed off a step, which did not go unnoticed by the naked, unarmed half-gnome.

“Listen to me very carefully,” he said in a dangerously quiet tone. “You want coin? I can give you coin.” He produced bags of it from his inventory, thumping each heavy bag on the deck while he approached. Three, four, five bags fell, at least a thousand coins in total, followed by a sixth bag. “This should be enough to get you on a ship out of here. Possibly also start up a new life. You can have all the coin I have on offer, whore.”

She flinched at the word.

“Or, if you’re patient, you can have an entire ship. You can fly it to wherever you damn well please, you can sell it and settle down, or you can just sail the skies forever. Use it as a pleasure barge for all I care. Bed a thousand men and women, all at the same time if you can. Bathe in a lake of seed.”

Now she did take a step back, and found herself with her back to the mast.

“I reckon she’s worth maybe fifteen, twenty thousand… all a gift, from me to you, once I start a war between two cities, figure out the problem of Gary, and make this entire city a safe haven for my best friend, his wife, their two year old baby, and my retired parents. I thought you would like a preview of what you were getting. Which you can still have; all you have to do is wait a few days.”

She was quivering, staring at him with liquid eyes.

“Make your choice,” he said.

She fell to her knees and pressed her head against his foot.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. “Sorry. I didn’t… I didn’t know.”

“It’s fine. Get up.”

But a hand appeared on the back of her head, sinking deep into the shining blonde hair and gripping her skull. Rachel bent down, very close.

“Which did you want to choose?”

“The… the ship. Please. I’m sorry.”

Rachel’s grip on her hair tightened, and she pulled Mylindria’s head back. “You insulted my master, and that’s unacceptable.”

“Ow! I’m sorry.”

“Beg for it,” she hissed in the girl’s ear. Rachel continued to pull her up, up off her knees, and turned her around

“What?”

“Beg for Ash’s forgiveness,” she told her, so close. Breathing in her ear close.

“I’m… I’m sorry!”

“Forgiveness!”

“Forgive me,” the girl blurted, trying in vain to get Rachel to release her.

“Beg,” Rachel told her, but drew the word out: Beeeeeeeeeg.

“Forgive me, Ash, please, I beg of you. I’ll do anything if you forgive me.” Either Mylindria had figured out this was part of the deal, which Rachel hadn’t discussed with him, or she really was asking for him to do anything to her. Rachel guided first one hand and then the other to the mast, and backed her up until she was bent at the waist, ass thrust out and glistening pussy on full display.

“Good girl,” Rachel went on. “Now beg him to fuck you hard.”

Ash was astonished. Sure he hadn’t been with Rachel an extremely long time, but they had been sharing a bed for the last number of days, he had been able to order her to do literally anything, and she would do it meekly, or only by asking clarifying questions. Did he want her to remove the butt plug slowly cause it to pop when she wrenched it free? Was he sure he didn’t want to use her mouth first?

She hadn’t been like this at all.

“Please, Ash, f-fuck me hard,” the girl stammered.

He stepped up and placed a hand on either one of her quivering ass cheeks. She was truly frightened, and while he gazed down at her lovely form, Rachel undid his pants and got them away from each ankle, staring up at him expectantly.

“You have one chance to back out,” he told her gruffly. “One last chance. If you say no, we’re totally done, there’s no deal, no money, and no sex.”

“Master—” Rachel began complaining, and even Mylindria whined a little.

“If you say anything other than no, I’m going to fuck the shit out of you. You won’t be able to fly this ship because you’ll hardly be able to walk.”

The half-gnome’s head hung low, and she was quivering. “Yessss.”

He placed the head against her entrance. “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

“Yes! Fuck the shit out—”

He shoved in and she cut off with a sharp cry. The thrust of a little under half his length sucked the wind out of her, and by the time she could utter a loud shuddering groan, he had pulled out and shoved a few more inches inside.

“Ow!” she cried. “Owww fuck.”

He leaned over her back. “No backing out,” he breathed, and pulled her hips back to get more of her around his cock. She was molten hot inside, wet and slippery and very tight. As tight as he imagined Tinniel would be. Not a Fighter wasn’t working here, not in this game system version.

She grunted in discomfort. “Ugh… Fuck! Ugh, fuck, it’s too big.”

“Just wait until he’s that deep in your asshole,” Rachel whispered loudly into her ear.

“Ohhhhhh!” she cried. “I can’t… I c-can’t owwwww.”

Two inches still left, and it felt like maybe he was plunging his way up to her lungs. Like he’d literally knocked the wind out of her from inside. This time his thrust took her off her feet, and her arms quivered against the mast.

He held her there for a time, gently lowering her back to the ship’s deck, letting her breathe and accommodate his size and thickness.

“I think… you parked… a skyship… in my poor little pussy,” she panted. “You’re gonna break me.”

“Are you ready for me?”

“Nooooo,” she complained.

“Rachel?” he asked, but she was already ahead of him there. His felinian had crawled between their legs and began lapping at the place where they’d joined together.

It was odd having his balls licked while deep inside another girl. He hadn’t done this, ever. It was really good, though, and he leaned over Mylindria’s back, moaning. She was also making strained noises beneath him.

“You…” she panted.

“Hm?”

“You… better not… cum… yet.”

He slid one hand off the mast and got a handful of her full breast, loving the bounce and heft, thumbing her nipple absently while Rachel drove Mylindria crazy. She’d started moaning, then wriggling, and was now bouncing on her toes and making tiny peeps of sound, like any motion at all was causing her either pain or pleasure. Possibly both. Soon she froze and started shuddering against him, violently.

Soon she’d recovered enough to say, “I can’t believe… I came… like that...”

He gave her a playful ear lick. “Ready?”

“No… yes… maybe. Ugh, goddamn you’re huge.”

“We’re going to put you on your knees, and you’re going to return the favor to my slave Rachel here.”

Rachel got naked in a flash, and was soon on the deck beside the mast with her legs spread and a Cheshire Cat grin on her face. His obedient slave grabbed onto Mylindria’s ears before she even started, and shoved her pussy up to meet the blonde girl’s mouth.

Ash used this time and distraction to really start.

For the next fifteen minutes no one spoke; it was animalistic grunts, wails, orgasms, thrusts, and Mylindria pausing in the middle of eating out Rachel to gasp and groan. For a time, Rachel draped her thighs over the half-gnome’s back and Ash ran his hands over her legs and feet. Later they flipped her over to give their knees a break, and Rachel sat on her face. Ash found himself grinning at Rachel’s disoriented look of pleasure, watching her eyes unfocus and approach, then reach her peak. He pulled her close and locked lips, while continuing to fuck Mylindria, slowly and carefully.

“Do it,” she told him. “Inside her.”

“Mmm!” Mylindria’s protest was muffled by Rachel.

He thrust in, now watching himself disappear into her again and again. Her pussy clung to him every time he withdrew, like she was trying not to let him go.

“Go on,” Rachel urged.

He pulled her up and away, to give Mylindria a moment to breathe. And speak, if she wished.

“What’s that?” he asked, never slowing in his rhythm.

“Fuck me,” she breathed. “Fuck me harder.”

He leaned in and started really pounding her, watching her face contort with yet another orgasm. She was going on her fourth or fifth one now, and as she got closer she whined, “Ooooohhhh fuck me fuck me fuck me,” over and over again, until finally she reached the very edge and climaxed hard enough to bump her head on the decking.

Ash couldn’t stop himself either, and gave her everything. He smashed down, fully inside, and dumped what felt like a year’s worth of seed into her.


27- The Problem of Empire

They gave Mylindria enough courtesy to convalesce in the captain’s quarters, in a small bed hanging from the ceiling, not unlike his own ship. She was clearly in no state to do anything but sleep off what had been quite an experience for her.

The ship was a bit smaller and narrower than the Wind Runner, but the captain’s quarters was something else entirely. First, the maps were all in scroll form and stored in a wine rack that took up half the Portside wall. Each of the compartments was closed off by dozens of small brass handles. When turned, like a chimney flue, you could retrieve the two maps covered by that handle. The wine rack also held a small collection of cheap wines, which interested Ash only slightly.

The other wall had been designed with little alcoves, and most contained what looked like hunting trophies. Several were monster skulls, one was a jar of liquid with a dead tentacle monster, and then a few were pieces of art: masks, statuettes, and one which was just the penis broken off a large marble statue.

“We’ll make sure to drop you off at the tavern before we take the ship on our mission,” he told her.

“Nuh uh,” she protested groggily. “No way.”

“What?”

“This is my ship, and I’m traveling with it anywhere it goes.”

He wasn’t quite sure if he approved of this, and looked to Rachel. The felinian could only shrug.

“Plus I need some more of that big orc dick in me,” she slurred.

He chuckled.

“I’m quite serious. I’m good, but I’m not twenty-thousand-for-a-single-fuck good. Mylindria is going to be on her knees a lot in the coming days or weeks, earning this ship.”

“With interest?” Rachel asked.

“I’m interested,” Mylindria replied dreamily.

“That’s my girl,” Rachel said softly.

Now he laughed. “I like the way you think.” He didn’t really want to think of sex with her as obligatory, or that it had a price tag attached, but he did really enjoy it. He was almost certain she’d been acting when he first got himself stuffed into her, but not completely. After all, whatever she could do with her throat she’d probably done with her nethers, and he was interested to see if her back door worked like that too.

“And I want me some more of you, darling,” she said to Rachel. “I’m pretty sure I wasn’t imagining that you’ve got a magic butt plug?”

“Netsu, Evie and Ashley have one too.”

Mylindria’s gaze shifted back to Ash, and she blew out a long breath. “What did you do to me?”

He just shrugged and smiled a goofy grin. “Don’t know what you mean?”

“I’ve never cum like that before,” she said. “And I can’t wait to do it again.”

There was no chance of that presently, but he grinned and bent to place a soft kiss on her forehead. “Get some rest. We’re going to be working this ship pretty hard, and you’ll want to be in fighting condition if you’re going to be on it.”

“I’m going to be working something else pretty hard,” she said, grinning. “If you know what I mean, and I think you do. Your cock.”

They laughed.

“Thanks, we got that,” he said.

“I’m going to work it like it’s my fucking job.”

“We got it,” Rachel said, but she was grinning ear to ear.

“I can’t wait to squat down on that…” She yawned, then blinked, and following that, her eyes closed and she was out.

“I like her,” Rachel said later. “A lot better than Tinniel.”

“Tinniel can fight, and that girl…”

“…can fuck.”

“Okay, okay… let’s focus.”

They got down to work.

The maps claimed that the surrounding nine cities had broken off into four groups: three groups of two, and a single group of three, with Boulederia left out as the nerd who got perpetually shoved into a locker or given a swirlie. Sure the city ruled by Lord Gary looked nice, but looks weren’t everything. Delving deeper, they discovered that the four groups were really two, one made of five cities, the other made of four.

The first group was called the Coalition, which was not imaginative. This boded well for Ash’s efforts. Stupid he could work with. The five city Coalition was composed, as far as he understood the former geography of the greater Denver area, of Longmont, Fort Collins, Broomfield, Westminster, and Louisville.

The second had named themselves the Horde, another terrible name which seemed good for him. This one was centered around the last suburb of Denver, Lafayette, and included several satellite cities from further off: Colorado Springs, Greeley, and Loveland.

Each of these had transformed their fantasy names into something that resembled their former names, which often had fun or ridiculous results. Longmont had become Mount Loungenniere. Fort Collins had changed into The Fortress of Corrin. Broomfield? Briarthorne. Westminster: Westerynne. Louisville: Louisiania.

“These are so stupid,” he muttered. “Like somebody with no imagination renamed them all.”

Rachel was from California and didn’t know the original names, but agreed they weren’t great.

For the Horde, Lafayette had been renamed Lyfindria. Colorado Springs: Crestfallen Springs. Greeley: Greenleaf. Loveland had changed into Lovemere.

Because the apocalypse had gone the way it had, the geography was nothing like before. All these towns and cities were floating on large chunks of earth with magic pink crystals beneath them, larger than skyscrapers. However, none of them were in the places they were ‘supposed to be’ according to Ash’s mental map. Lyfindria had drifted away from the other suburbs of Denver and the other parts of the Horde were closer.

“They should be some eighty kilometers out… but they’re half that.”

Rachel reminded him that this type of thinking was immaterial, and that they needed to consider the present truth rather than complaining about how things had been.

Boulederia ended up somewhere in the middle of the two rival empires, but shunted off to one side. It could possibly be a strategic launching point for the Horde if they wanted to occupy the place and keep an armada of skyships. Conversely, it could be fortified and stocked with skyships for a pincer maneuver by the Coalition on several Horde cities at once.

They used Mylindria’s knowledge as well. Once she’d woken from her post coital nap, she snuggled herself into Ash’s lap and started in with the rumors she knew.

First, that Crestfallen Springs was the major rallying point for Horde ships and troops. It was little more than an empty husk of a city, filled to the brim with soldiers, shipwrights, sky sailors, barracks, and a ring of hangers on that typically followed an army around: tailors, cobblers, carpenters, weaponsmiths, armorers, blacksmiths, cooks, washer women, and of course prostitutes. Those might be illegal, or they might not—Mylindria hadn’t been out of Boulederia since the apocalypse—but if it was illegal, the seamstresses, washer women, cooks, and the others would pull double duty, and covertly host the men in their places of business.

She wiggled her butt against his crotch while she went on, giggling and smiling suggestively back at him. How she could have taken a pummeling like she had and be ready for more so soon was amazing to Ash.

Horde cities went in hard for defenses at the four principle cities, according to Mylindria. Each time their emissaries visited to extort gold and resources from Lord Gary, they always scoffed at his underpowered defenses, and joked about how short his defensive towers were. Gary hated them more than the Coalition people, even though the larger empire wasn’t kind either.

“Tower envy,” Rachel muttered, which set them all laughing.

On the other side, the Coalition had no such staging point. All five cities were expected to have their sky navies on hand to help defend the individual cities. If attacked, they would engage the enemy and send word to the other cities, who were prepared to begin maneuvers.

“What kind of maneuvers are we talking?” he asked.

Mylindria shrugged. “They have war councils. They sent ships off to Horde cities the last time there were raiding parties. The time before they sent a detachment of ships to surround the Horde ships.

Attacking the Horde was risky because of their high-powered defenses and their huge armada, while attacking the Coalition was risky because of the numbers and the variety of tactics.

“Stalemate set in just a few weeks ago when Louisiania finally joined the Coalition. They were trying to avoid bending the knee…” Mylindria froze in the midst of wiggling her ass into his erection. “Wait… why does Louisiania sound like such a terrible name all of a sudden?”

They gave her time, and eventually she got there. The spork had its own very odd power, and sometimes people took time to shake out the cobwebs.

The biggest question he needed to grapple with just now was this: why not simply settle Lucifer, Jezebel and baby Damien in one of the two empires? Surely these two were in the sort of stalemate that would allow Lucy and Jez the security they needed to raise a child. Sure he still had the problem of attempting to find and then ensure his parents’ survival here in Royal Clusterfuck city, but Lucy and Jez weren’t required too tay here just because he knew his parents lived here.

The answer was in the choice of the thing. Mylindria made out both empires to be filled with douchebags at the top. The Horde warlords had a habit of murdering their predecessors and ruling with iron fists, and periodically launching raids on the Coalition because they had to prove to other would-be warlords that they had what it took. They also used these raiding efforts to throw would-be warlords into the vanguards and transform them into casualties instead of potential rivals who would attempt assassinations.

The Coalition had a much more labyrinthine political network that sounded exhausting. Everyone was jockeying for this or that scrap of influence and power in order to move up the next tiny rung of a very tall ladder. Although there was probably safety to be found there, he new for certain there was no freedom of choice to be found there.

“Okay, we may have an in with Louisiania,” Ash said, very clearly enunciating the shitty fantasy name of the city. “Let’s get to work.”

***

Ash spent the next several hours roving the streets and enjoying the sights and sounds of the city being alive. You’d never have guessed that the lord of the city was paying through the nose not to have his city demolished. The cobbles were relatively clean, the smells coming out of the market were more often appetizing than stomach churning, and there were children at play. You didn’t experience children doing anything resembling play until the middle twentieth century. Before then you begged, borrowed, or stole everything you could as a child, if you weren’t working for your parents every hour of every day. Or, in the case of the Industrial Revolution, you worked as a chimney sweep or in a factory.

As time went on, though, the subtle signs began to show themselves. He wasn’t welcome in the shops, or rather was politely stonewalled. He was informed that he would need the lord’s personal seal in order to use his hundreds of coins. Although they would feed him and put him up in a tavern where the waitresses were cool sucking the coin out of him in their own ways, the city wasn’t ready to admit him.

He perused the carpenter’s shop and found two elves staring coldly at him, entered the blacksmith and found not just one, but five dwarves working at the forge, along with gnomes working in another forge. They were in the midst of tools, armor, and weapons, while the gnomes were forging and casting all kinds of wild unknown shit. They ignored him until he gave up, and just left the shop.

The cobbler politely informed him that since he was not a resident of the city, he could not be expected to buy anything. Until such time as he was given leave by Lord Gary, that is. The same went with the bookseller, the seamstress, the jeweler’s and tailor’s shops.

Finally, he was approached by several guardsmen.

“Son, I’m going to have to ask you to take a walk with me,” he said.

Ash shrugged. While he hadn’t gotten into combat with a non-hero yet, he was under the impression he could flatten the whole lot of these guys with a single Fireball. He wasn’t in any danger here.

“What seems to be the problem, officer?”

“I’m a guardsman, not an officer,” the stocky human with slightly purple skin told him gruffly. He pursed his lips inside a bushy, much more purple handlebar mustache, causing them to disappear. “Listen here, you’ve been given orders by the lord protector of this city, and until such time as you fulfill those orders, you won’t find any accommodation here.”

“It has occurred to you that in order to fulfill that quest given to me by the Venerable High Lord Gary, I may end up needing supplies.”

The guard stopped and sighed. He twisted one side of his drooping mustache around one finger. “I figured it might come to this. Follow me, son.”

He ended up being escorted to the barracks, a large but rather shoddy building next to the docks district. Guards came and went here, a mixture of genders and species, with the only unifying aspect being the city crest on their identical metal breastplates. The crest, so far as he could tell, was kind of an ad hoc heraldry, the kind of thing British people would make fun of Americans for having, because the country didn’t have it. It was a shield divided into four sections, two red and two white, with squiggles in one of the red fields and a green mountain shape in the other. Above this a ribbon curled with some script that was too small to make out without getting into someone’s personal space. Some were armed with spears, some spears and shields, and some wore swords and smaller bucklers.

Orrens, volcashic, dryadic, and one of Mizu’s water elemental people were all there, along with a lot more humans, elves, nellwyns, gnomes, dwarves, along with the occasional fey darting in or out with a message. One bird-headed avian also flew above the building and disappeared, to where he’d seen a rooftop opening on this building from the ship.

Some of the guards studiously ignored him as he approached, but several of the conversations hushed or started up when people noticed him. He paid them no mind, and instead adopted the air of a capital H Hero. This might not work, which meant plans would have to change, and there really weren’t many good options after this.

“Lucarl in to see the captain,” he told the two sentries, who nodded and stood at attention.

Inside, the building opened up into a large courtyard where many were training. They passed a room full of beds with several nurses, and Ash pulled up short.

“This way,” Lucarl said.

“What… is all that?” he asked.

Some of the beds were occupied… sort of. Ghostly figures laid in bed. Some had ghostly bandages around their heads or wrapped up arms. Others were missing limbs, sawn off, cauterized and sewn up. Several had their heads laying with the bodies. All of the ghostly people were writhing in pain.

“That is none of your concern,” the guardsman said.

“What is that?” he demanded. “You’ll tell me, now.”

Again, because intimidation wasn’t a skill any longer in this system, which he hated, he had no idea how well this would go, or if it would work at all.

“These are souls of soldiers and guardsmen who have died and are in need of resurrection.”

“And they just… sit here? Dead? Suffering?”

Lucarl nodded, and Ash noticed that though he kept a brusque and no-nonsense manner, he seemed uncomfortable being here, or looking into this room. “Just so.”

These were Lucarl’s friends and fellow guardsmen. This room was also a warning for what would happen if he failed at his job. No wonder he didn’t like it.

“Oh… kay. Why not resurrect them?”

“This costs resources that the city lord hasn’t yet allocated to the task. He has a variety of places to spend resources. It’s a difficult job, making the hard decisions.”

It wouldn’t be hard if you shoved Gary’s nose in it. Instead of voicing this, because he had a job to do, he simply said, “Hasn’t yet allocated. Got it.”

’Hasn’t yet allocated’ was a hell of a euphemism.

The sight of this put him at ease, a bit. His plan involved making a hard choice, doing things the hard way, but this made that choice a whole lot easier.

Lucarl led him further on, up a set of stairs, to where he could no longer see the recruits training, but the sharp calls of the drill instructors and the clash of weapons could still be heard.

Finally, at the end of a long hallway, past another pair of sentries, Lucarl knocked on a heavy wooden door. He was bidden to enter. When the door opened, he ushered Ash into the room.

“Captain,” the guardsman said. “We have a problem.”

“Actually,” Ash said, “we have an opportunity.”


28- Gorgonian’s Kiss

The guard captain was not initially willing to hear a word he had to say. The gruff woman was another naga, the first one of her type he’d met and only maybe the third he’d set eyes on. She appeared to be your average gorgeous woman from the waist up, and seated at the desk as she was, he had no idea she was anything but a human with exquisite cheekbones and lustrous hair. Fingers steepled together in front of her, she somehow managed to make a scowl look attractive.

“I have to say, hero for hire Ash Phoenix, Sorcerer level 5, I am not pleased to see you in my city. Not one bit.”

“Understood. But if—“

“You were given explicit orders by the city lord, and those orders did not include harassing the citizens of my fair city, nor did they include loitering in our fair streets.”

“Yes, but—“

She seemed to rise out of her chair, but her elbows remained on the table. “What makes you think I want to hear a word you have to say, hero for hire? When people are given a task by the city lord, their job is not to question that task. People who fail to follow the laws end up as peons.”

That meant Gary could simply transform people into worker drones.

“Captain—“

And he was cut off again. This time she rose further out of her chair, placing her hands on the desk, and it became a little confusing how she was able to loom so much, or lean so far forward.

“Would you shut your mouth and listen?” she barked. “I am not interested in what you have to say. I’m not interested in hearing your reasons for wandering around to every shop in the city and pestering the inhabitants, who deserve their peace and quiet. It’s not as though we have much of it, what with the gods damned taxes we pay to both sides of the gods damned war.

“Now, as far as I understand, I have damage to my palisade that is most likely on account of you and your associates, though we didn’t have any guardsmen on the scene. I have quite enough to deal with, without some upstart newcomer adding to my workload.”

“I’m here for you, actually,” he blurted, and watched her nose flare with fury.

Now she didn’t just loom; her upper half seemed to float over towards him and into his personal space. Now he noted for the first time that her waist tapered down to a smooth python body, full of green, brown and black scales in an intricate leafy pattern, which disappeared behind the desk. He had no idea how much more of that snake body existed, but it was probably a good eight or ten meters, easy.

“I did not give you permission to speak,” she hissed. Really hissed. Now he saw her eyes, slit pupils and the fine line down the center of her chin that would allow her to unhinge her jaw and swallow something whole the size… of an adult human?

He bolted out of his chair.

“I haven’t raised a hand against your people and don’t deserve to have you badger me over problems I didn’t even create. These aren’t my fault. I know they’re also not your fault. We both wish you didn’t have to deal with them.”

She blinked in surprise.

“Now I’m given to understand that a level 5 hero can level entire units of plain soldiers and guardsmen and survive those kinds of fights. I keep feeling like i need to threaten people, though I don’t particularly want to.” A touch of mana ignited the Boiling Blood in his veins and caused him to glow with red and orange power. The mana came up off him in waves and wisps that dissipated a good ways away from his body.

The name and description hovering over her head proclaimed her Guard Captain Tellessa, level 2 hero.

“So, Guard Captain Tellessa, instead of me doing that, we’re instead going to start this conversation over. How does that sound?”

“Say your piece,” she told him, with too much sass for his taste. Still, he mustered up a bit of patience. He needed her for this plan, and that meant not becoming a full murderhobo in the place he hoped to settle his best friends.

He laid out that plan, slowly at first, but once he’d piqued her interest he got animated about it. He brought the fledgling Bard back into his voice, getting excited and showing her that this plan really could work, if everybody cooperated and did their jobs.

By the end of the discussion, she was pointing out flaws and adding her own ideas. Tellessa had intel a waitress like Mylindria didn’t, such as the layouts and probable troop strength, from paid informants and spies. She had a limited budget, and used it with care and precision to keep abreast of the goings on around the two rival empires.

“You believe this can work,” she said, half a question, half a statement. She was clearly skeptical, and that made sense.

“I’m betting my ship and my life on it,” he said. Mylindria’s ship, but for the moment, still his ship. He was now Ray Eastman and she was taking ownership one payment at a time.

***

“We need to give this ship a new name,” he told Mylindria. She was pressed up against him in the captain’s quarters, idly running her hands over his thighs and crotch. She seemed determined to have sex with him again, even though she complained that he’d destroyed her pussy completely. He was determined to get this show on the fucking road, and begin the process of freeing this city.

“The Pleasure Barge?” she asked.

“I doubt the guards and soldiers we have for the mission will like that.” He chuckled. “We’d have to dress them up in filmy outfits and I have this crazy feeling they won’t like that.”

Guard Captain Tellessa certainly wouldn’t like it. That said, he didn’t have particularly fond feelings for the naga. She’d rubbed him the wrong way and he was determined not to let that sour him on this town, or allow his feelings to sabotage the mission.

“All the more reason to do it,” she said, and poked her fingers under the waistband of his pants, then ran them over the muscles of his abdomen. She was also running the back of her head over the muscles of his chest, back and forth, left and right.

“If that’s how you want this ship to live out its days,” he said, “you’re welcome to rename her the Pleasure Barge.”

“I’d rather give it a name that could be taken more than one way.” She’d periodically place her hands on his thighs, push back and rub her butt over his crotch up and down a few times.

The ship went through several different possible names, including Zorra’s Folly, The Shining Jewel, and Radiant Prow. Zorra was apparently a demigod from the alternate history the apocalypse had invented, and she had sailed off, never to be heard from again. He didn’t see why she would want to name it that, though it did sound cool. The second name gave him an idea that he couldn’t investigate now, since he didn’t have any cards in his inventory, and the third name sounded awful, like a glowing dick thrust into the skies.

They had a good laugh over that mental image, and he didn’t stop her when she finally tore his pants off and attacked him. It turned out she really wanted a rematch, and to see whether or not she could handle Ash’s full size without practically blacking out.

She wanted more active participation with this monster, rather than becoming its slave. So with her sitting on his legs, she pulled his erection straight up and against her stomach. It went above her belly button. Far above.

“Zorra’s pride, Ash. How does this thing fit in anyone? You could fuck a dragon with this.”

“I’m more curious to know how you fit it all down your throat,” he replied, lacing his hands behind his head and enjoying the ego boost. She was about the same size as Tinniel, though much stockier.

“Oh, it’s magic,” she said, and didn’t see the need to elaborate. When he finally rolled his eyes and forced her answer the damn question, she explained as such: with intention and focus, gnomes could use magic in a variety of ways, and that was one of them. See, when he stuffed this monster into her tiny little pussy, she had a much harder time focusing, and channeling mana, and it didn’t work, full stop. He was battering her defenseless pussy.

They eventually got it in her, with a lot of effort on her part to stay composed and use her magic. And, though she could barely move, she did indeed ride him for a time, and eventually got into it. Most of the time consisted of her wincing and breathing shallowly, with some occasional adorable squeaking there. He appreciated her enthusiasm anyway.

After several orgasms and a good thirty minutes of her barely moving for fear of breaking herself, he flipped her over and gave her a good ten minutes of hard, punishing fucking, gave in to his desire, and painted her insides with enough seed that it leaked out. She basked in the afterglow and moaned about him being too rough with her, but with a serene smile on her face the whole time.

He bent to give her a soft kiss on the lips. “Okay, Captain Mylindria, I’ve got to get logistics and supplies, and figure out where Tinniel’s gone off to, and whether or not we can count on Ariella. I’ll take care of everything, and you can just have a nap.”

“I’ll just have a nap,” she agreed.

In the end, the ship ended up with the moniker Serenity’s Kiss.

Tinniel was eventually found at the central temple, which gave he and Rachel the impression she’d been seeking the advice of an old earth god. One that everybody but her had forgotten.

Instead she’d found a god of the sun and moon, a god of hope and despair, a god of calm and storms, a god of death and life. A hundred other gods besides. The god of love and hate had words for her, but Tinniel didn’t want to share them with him, and he didn’t push. She would either come around or she wouldn’t. She was his fey Ranger, at least for now, and that didn’t need to extend to his bed. He had a blonde half-gnome skyship captain for that, and a felinian Rogue who liked to be ordered around.

Guard Captain Tellessa helped make the arrangements, since he was persona non grata in the town and still couldn’t buy any of the requisite supplies. All the equipment he needed she procured. She also insisted on inspecting the Serenity’s Kiss, a name that gave her no joy, and was displeased to find Mylindria arranging the captain’s quarters to suit her needs. She also did not approve of the state of undress she discovered the blonde woman in.

The naga guard captain locked eyes with Ash and asked a whole series of questions with a single arched eyebrow. He did all of his explaining with a single shrug of one shoulder. She scowled but said nothing further; at least Mylindria had the decency to shriek in embarrassment and cover herself up.

“And this woman is…” she finally asked, after getting the lay of the cramped space belowdecks, and overseeing the complicated placement of all the crates.

“She’s the captain of the Serenity’s Kiss,” he said. “My ship is being used farther afield.”

“She is the captain.”

“Sure, but she’s new to it,” he said. “She came into possession of the ship just today, in fact.”

“And you’re saying she won’t leave the ship to us for this operation?”

He grimaced. “Unfortunately no. I’ve tried everything to convince her, but she’s being stubborn.” More sex probably wouldn’t work.

It was with a full crew and stocked with supplies a full day later that the ship sailed out of Boulederia. The ship had gotten a lightning fast repainting at the behest of first Mylindria, then Ash, and finally Guard Captain Tellessa. Mylindria also commissioned a beautiful maiden to become the ship’s new figurehead. The snarling gorgon hadn’t yet been removed, but the name Gorgonian had been painted over, and now the ship was named Serenity’s Kiss. Mylindria had even found some money somewhere, or convinced the painter to infuse the paint with magic. The letters literally sparkled. Ash couldn’t stop staring at them. Every once in a while, like someone had tilted the entire ship, a sheen of light would flash over the whole name.

And then the expedition was fully ready. Tellessa declared that they had all the people he had requested, they had all been briefed on the plan, all the specific equipment was stowed belowdecks, and all the people had personally handled the equipment so they knew what to do when the time was right. They’d been practicing for hours and could do it in the dark with their hands tied behind their backs.

Mylindria put the kibosh on the whole thing though.

With one hand cocked onto one hip, she declared, “We can’t take her out like this.”

“I beg your pardon,” the guard captain said.

Mylindria’s blonde eyes twinkled. “Ooh I like that. Nobody’s ever begged my pardon before.” She turned from Ash. “Do you have anything against being with women?”

“This is not the time or place for this,” he told her.

“I’m just asking.”

“Back on task,” he said. “Why can’t we leave like this?”

“It says Serenity’s Kiss on the ship,” she said.

“That is what you named the ship!” the guard captain sputtered, with even more indignity than before.

“And there’s a gorgon on the prow.” She explained this like they were both grade schoolers. “I can’t take Serenity’s Kiss out for her maiden voyage while she’s got a fucking gorgon on the fucking prow.”

When neither of them seemed to catch on, she started gesticulating wildly.

“They’ll impound the ship, figure out all your people aren’t who they say they are, and your whole plan will be ruined before it ever gets started. You want to muck up your entire plan and make sure I can’t ever sail out of this city with my brand new ship, you take off right this moment.”

“I can’t believe… of all the idiotic…”

Ash grimaced. “She’s right. The figurehead has to be removed at least. We could set sail then, but it would be preferable if the new figurehead was set before we left.”

“Unbelievable!” Tellessa seethed. “We’re set back by the presence of a giant wooden head.”

“With a vicious scowl, eyes bugging out, and hissing snakes for hair,” Mylindria added. “My paint job sparkles. That thing is painted to look like cracked and ancient statuary.”

“It just won’t work like this, Captain,” he said.

Tellessa appeared ready to explode. It wasn’t that she was an impatient person, but she was simply an angry person. She had a short fuse. This came from having a lot of work to do and only twenty-four hours a day to get it done. It also came from having a lot of potential places to spend money, and a very limited budget with which to do so. And last, it came from having a sick bay full of spirits in agony, who weren’t getting resurrected because these two rival empires kept bleeding the city to fund their war chests.

“Fucking… fine!” she declared. “I want to be ready to sail the moment the new figurehead is installed.”

She stormed away… or rather, she slithered furiously off the ship.

“That lady needs to get laid,” Mylindria observed.


29- Enemy Territory

It was precisely twenty-seven hours later that the Serenity’s Kiss lifted off for her maiden voyage. She’d been fitted with the new figurehead, a smiling maiden with hair that shimmered and gleamed just like the letters on her stern. She was in a perpetual state of blowing a kiss at wherever the ship was pointed, and she became an instant hit with all the crew members. All of them, even the female members among the crew, wouldn’t board the ship unless they had climbed a ladder and snatched a kiss out of the air, then planted it with a light slap on their cheek or lips. None of them would touch the figurehead, because of course that was bad luck.

Guard Captain Tellessa fumed and cursed under her breath the entire time.

Once any of the thirty of the crew members had accepted an air kiss from the wooden girl with the multicolored, shimmering hair, they boarded the vessel and took up their positions.

“Is that everyone?”

“I’m afraid not,” Ash said, and made his way to the roof of the warehouse, where he too climbed the ladder and snatched a kiss out of the air before the figurehead. He noted Tellessa glaring at him and gave even less of a fuck than he had when he’d been smiling at them at first. Rachel was right on his heels, and chuckled at him as he descended the ladder and made his way back to the ship.

Tellessa made an impatient, very Karen, noise. “Is this really necessary?” He chose not to respond now. “I’m ready. Let’s begin the operation.”

He frowned. “I’m afraid that’s up to the ship’s captain.”

Tellessa’s eye twitched now, and her tongue flickered out, up and down like a snake figuring out who to bite. Ash wasn’t certain whether or not she had a venomous bite, but he hoped that her python markings meant she had a python’s tendency to crush to death and suffocate rather than, say, venom she could spit in his eyes with eerie accuracy.

She turned to Mylindria. “Captain… Mylindria… is the ship ready?”

“We are missing a crew member,” Mylindria said, and got out an honest to God spyglass, swung it around and declared that, yes, there she was.

Tinniel soon joined them, stared at the figurehead for a moment, seemed to notice the ladder. Finally, she too fluttered up before the girl with the shimmering hair as well to get in a blown kiss. Tellessa watched this incredulously, and when Tinniel land, turned back to regard Mylandria with a very forced calm.

“Now, Captain?”

“I’m afraid not,” Mylindria said.

Tellessa stared at her, and Captain Mylindria stared right back. Ash, watching along with all thirty of Boulederia’s guards and soldiers in their positions, made not a peep. No sound whatsoever. If you strained, you could hear the hustle and bustle of the crowd from the surrounding streets.

And so, after a good two minutes of staring contest, which Tellessa won only by technicality, she conceded defeat and slithered off the ship, over to the ladder, up the ladder, and made a half-hearted gesture. Following this, she returned to the ship and arched her eyebrow in defiant challenge.

Except… Mylindria was now a Hero, Level 3, Ship’s Captain. She had a whole slate of abilities, perhaps even more than Tinniel did, surely all tied to the ship. Apparently Tellessa saw this just as Ash did, because she flinched like she’d just been slapped.

Mylindria, staring at her the entire time, climbed down off the ship, headed over to the ladder, up the ladder, and placed a kiss directly on the figurehead’s glittering lips. She was met with a cheer from the crew.

Once back on the ship, she took the wheel, took a deep breath, and pulled up as Ash had shown her. The Serenity’s Kiss ascended smoothly into the sky.

***

Tellessa grew more and more tense as the ship looped around and took the scenic route to the Horde’s central military city. At first, she just froze at the rail, doing and saying nothing, not twitching a muscle. It made Ash consider how much typical people moved. You were always blinking, sniffing, twitching, shifting your weight, picking at your earlobe or nose, that kind of thing. Tellessa didn’t do any of that. She simply rested her hands on the rails and stiffened up until she was like stone.

Mylindria paced a bit, shifted her weight, and cast a lot of glances at Ash while they went. They had a navigator from Boulederia, but she kept looking at him.

“Regretting your choice to come?” he asked idly a good two hours into their very roundabout course.

“No! Of course not,” she lied. “Flying is amazing. I haven’t… I’ve never… What makes you think I don’t like it?” She hadn’t been outside of the city in the last two months, he knew. This was like getting into an airplane for the very first time in your life, except you were flying from the United States directly to the Middle East.

“Just hold the wheel then,” he said gently. “I need to go have a chat with our esteemed guard captain.”

She frowned but did as he said, and stood straighter. He approached Tellessa, and stepped over her enormous tail. He’d been right: it was a full ten meters of muscular lower body, easily the biggest snake he’d ever seen.

She didn’t relax or turn at his approach. Instead he gave a mental sigh.

“Guard Captain Tellessa,” he said into the roar of wind.

She started, like she hadn’t felt him approach through the deck boards, heard him clomping up next to her, or seen him out of the corner of one eye. Was she really so distracted by this mission?

“Ashe Phoenix?”

“Penny for your thoughts,” he said, and produced a single coin.

“What? Why? I’m not—”

“You’re not thinking anything? Oh, sure. Head is totally empty of thought.”

She scowled at him. “You’re not being helpful in the slightest.”

“I wouldn’t know how to help you or what sort of help you need, given that you haven’t told me what’s bothering you?”

“You… I… it’s… it doesn’t matter.”

“If you’re going to freeze up and jeopardize this mission it very much matters.” When she hesitated, he went on. “Plans don’t generally go off well if there are a lot of moving parts, which is why we kept this simple. All of your people are going to do their jobs because they’ve studied up. They love the city. They believe this will help protect the city and help it grow.”

“Any one of them could easily bring the entire thing crashing down!” she blurted.

“Not so loud,” he said. “You want to create a traitor out of nothing?” It would not be awesome to have a crew member just go off blabbing the plan to the Horde people in return for an immunity deal. They had chosen ‘loyal’ guards and soldiers from Tellessa’s recommendation, but you never knew for sure until it was game on.

She fixed that unsettling slit-pupiled gaze on him, and her tongue darted out to taste the air and she frowned.

“You know it to be true,” she said, much quieter. “It would only take one of them.”

“Which includes you,” he retorted. “All you have to do is freak out and slip up in presenting us to the dock master, and that’s game over.”

She winced.

“I won’t be presenting us to the dock master,” he told her. “I’m a level 5 hero, and although we’ve been over this, it bears repeating. I’m basically taking on the attack singlehandedly.”

“I know, I know!”

“Just so we’re clear.”

He was taking a huge risk. Mistime this, and he would be in the middle of enemy territory, surrounded by much more advanced guards and soldiers, of massively greater numbers than in Boulederia. He could take down a single level 4 or 5 hero, and he could take down a lot of level 1 or 2 soldiers, but when you combined both of those things, or added extra battalions of soldiers, he would run out of mana, and then hit points.

“Why did I agree to this?” she asked, then held up a hand to forestall the obvious answer. They both knew. They’d gone over it. It was just a matter of taking a deep breath, summoning up your courage, and doing the work.

It was a good three hours for them to head wide out of town, loop wide back around, and come into Horde space. They passed the other cities in the distance, marveling at the heavier walls, the higher turrets glowing with anti-air magic, the profusion of ships, and the much shittier condition of all the other aspects. The buildings were shorter, less intricate, and some of them had been destroyed but not repaired. By contrast, the ships.

“Look at them all,” Tellessa marveled, clearly humbled.

“Cut that shit out. You know your role now. You need to harden the fuck up.”

She gave him a look, a much more impressive one. She also arched an eyebrow at him and scowled.

“Better,” he said. “Use that scary look in your eyes and your height advantage. It would’ve worked against me but I’m a badass.”

Her scowl deepened.

Crestfallen Springs was more centrally located than the other cities, and looked the shabbiest. Oh sure, the defenses were in excellent condition. A warship hung over all twelve of the principle turret towers. Mage sentries floated between those towers on pads of light, while archers and crossbowmen carried clearly magical weapons that would help in taking down an enemy ship.

A shot from one of the Crestfallen Springs towers sailed well wide of Serenity’s Kiss, and Mylindria reefed back on the wheel to get her to stop. Up floated one of the smaller ships, this one not so much bigger than the Wind Runner had started out.

This one had a dock master on board, along with a handful of heavily armed and armored soldiers giving all of them capital L Looks from beneath thick helmets.

“Now… we are sure that none of these people know I’m a level 5 Hero, correct?” he asked quietly.

“Only other heroes and the city lord will know,” she said.

“You’re sure.”

She had still barely moved a muscle when she replied. “Yes.”

“Absolutely sure.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she responded.

“Because the plan hinges on this. So I’m just making sure that you’re sure.”

“I am completely sure,” she said.

“Sure.” She gave him a confused look, and he grinned at her. “I just wanted to use the term gratuitously. Thank you for allowing me the chance.”

“Is this your attempt to put me at ease?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Did it work?”

On the smaller skyship, the dock master and his soldiers were surveying the ship. They all had similar looks of distaste, though the dock master appeared less disappointed once he took in Serenity’s Kiss from stem to stern.

“Clear some space, Captain,” the dock master called. “As per Horde regulations, we are coming aboard to inspect the vessel.” He leaned aside to look down the ship, eyebrows bunched in confusion, and said, “Serenity’s… Kiss.”

“You heard the man!” the tiny and adorable Mylindria called loudly. Instead of rolling his eyes and blasting all seven of these guys with a Fireball or flipping their little skyship upside down with Telekinesis, he complied and gave the inspector some space.

“Quartermaster Tellessa,” Mylindria barked, “provide the inspector with a log of ship’s cargo.”

The naga woman barely paused, but the stare she directed at the blonde woman was baleful. Instead of speaking though, she turned and made her way to the captain’s quarters, where she grabbed the log book.

“Slaves, eh?” the man asked. “On the Serenity’s Kiss?”

The name didn’t sound too much like a slave ship, nor did Mylindria look too much like a slaver captain, but one shrug from her was apparently all he needed, because he shrugged in return.

“Can’t go wrong with free labor,” he said. “Are they collared?”

“We collared them before getting them aboard,” Mylindria explained, then laughed. “No slave revolts aboard my new ship.”

They headed below decks and got a first hand look at the men and women huddled in the hold, staring at them. They each had a metal collar on with intricate scrollwork in silver, brass and gold. Each of the different colored filigree bits reached out like an electrical circuit and touched a gem or a vial of glowing liquid.

“I must say I’m surprised,” the dock master joked, “the smell isn’t worse. Some of these slave ships are nearly impossible to inspect, and I end up forced to get a mask.”

“I treat my ship like she was my baby,” Mylindria said sweetly.

As if you would stuff your baby full of collared slaves. Ash had to stop himself from snorting disgusted laughter at that.

“And the crates, it says here… foodstuffs.”

“Unfortunately they are required to eat,” she joked again, and the dock master joined in the laughter.

He then took out a device that looked like a monocle for a huge cyclops, and pressed it against the crate. A film of oil on the lens of the big monocle flared with light, then stopped, and revealed food wrapped in wax paper within. The monocle essentially created a hole in reality you could look through.

He took some time passing the monocle over various different crates, doing it at random. Some crates far in the back, others directly behind the slaves, some further fore, and others below the tiny aft castle. Finally he concluded his inspection by nodding his pleasure.

“We’ll need to have a functionality test of the collars,” the dock master said.

“I hardly think—” Tellessa began, but that lasted just as long as it took Mylindria to laugh just as loud as she could.

“Hahahaha, certainly!” She grabbed the little stone tablet from Tellessa’s grip in a lightning flash and pressed several of the slave’s names. Several slave collars flashed, and moans of agony lit up the confined space. “I know I don’t enjoy the stench of them soiling themselves, so I don’t do this often, but the sound of it really does it for me.”

The end of that sentence lowered to an animalistic purr, and the dock master gave her a long glance. Then, after another few more moments of silence, he cleared his throat. “I think everything is in order.”

“Capital,” Mylindria said.

***

They were escorted to a berth just above an unused warehouse in the slave district of the city. The remainder of the flight was, if it was possible, even more tense than before they’d been boarded. Ash watched as Tellessa’s tongue flickered out like a snake about to strike, her eyes fixed on Mylindria’s every move.

For her part, the small blonde woman skipped and pranced around the ship calling out orders to the small crew as though nothing was amiss. She did no, however, get within three meters of Tellessa or her tail.

In no time at all, or seemingly hours if you were watching Tellessa decide on whether she was going to fuck up the mission by attempting murder on the ship’s captain.

She broke eventually, and simply allowed all the collared guards and soldiers to be led off the gangway to the warehouse’s roof, where several guards were standing ready to stop them from trying to commit suicide. One of them had been tasked to make a break for it and try jumping, but Mylindria quickly jabbed the button and he fell to the rooftop screaming in pain.

The soldiers just laughed. “Lucky you, your captain got to you first. I woulda let ya fall,” one of them said. “Now get your ass up and get back in line.”

Ash and Tellessa exchanged a glance: the guard letting their people fall to their death hadn’t been part of the plan. A shiver of fear went through Ash: this plan was contingent on a lot of people doing their jobs well. If only a half dozen of them weren’t able to handle the task, got detained, or gods forbid killed off by their new masters, this would fall through.

So it was with careful steps that Ash, Tinniel, Rachel, and Tellessa escorted their slaves down into the warehouse, to be sold on the morrow. And hope that the plan didn’t swallow them up in enemy territory.


30- Plan of Auction

Somehow, amazingly, the landowning population of Crestfallen Springs was notified of the incoming slave population and gathered at the market only four hours later. Ash was informed that these people all had a device that flashed and made noise when a slave market was about to happen, and they could turn this off or on depending on their level of need.

He watched the crowd grow down below, and the ‘slaves’ waiting below the large platform where they would be auctioned off.

“Slavery,” Rachel said.

“Disgusting,” he said, thinking immediately of using the spork. If he pulled it out and exposed everyone in range to its effects, they would remember their years on earth. They would remember that slavery was actually a bad thing, and maybe they’d repent, the bastards.

Then he snorted. He’d be saving this town from slavery using a spork, for one thing. For another thing, it would only be a temporary diversion away

Tinniel piped up. “You two are so strange.”

They regarded her.

“You clearly live in sin, but you draw the line here? It’s odd, to say the least.”

“I’ve got just one rule,” Ash said, and cocked his thumb at Rachel first, then Mylindria. “Try not to hurt people as much as humanly possible. So if it doesn’t hurt, it’s all right.”

“It really really doesn’t hurt,” Rachel said.

“But he’s cheating on his girlfriend!” Tinniel blurted. “He’s just… he’s a… he’s a bad guy.”

“He has permission from his girlfriend,” Rachel shot back. It amused him how territorial and protective she was getting about him. It also made her all the more attractive, though she definitely didn’t need to stick up for him.

“And anyway, he’s also trying to find a safe place for a married couple and their baby,” Rachel added. “So either villains sometimes do good things, or heroes sometimes falter.”

“Or both,” Mylindria said.

Ash turned to find her dressed in a captain’s coat: the huge and ornate blue trench coat looking thing with the absolutely enormous cuffs, the tassels, the epaulets, and the big collar. As far as he could tell, she wasn’t wearing anything else.

“What... are you wearing?” Tinniel squeaked.

“Not much, actually.” The blonde girl flashed a grin at the fey. “I do believe there’s a bit of time before the plan gets moving, and I have an agreement to uphold. Mama wants to pay off…” Here she stumbled and was caught by Rachel.

It was also clear by the wobbling legs and unsteady gait that she was in no position to take more half-orc half-drow cock for the time being. He and Rachel had a laugh over it and helped get her in bed. Though she attempted to grab at the crotch of his pants, her attempts were feeble and they gave her a couple of sweet kisses while disrobing her. She really didn’t have anything on under the captain’s coat, and complained the whole time. That said, she’d also been working for hours at the helm, and for hours before that to ensure everything happened just right. By the time they had her undressed and in bed, she was half asleep. By the time both of them were caressing her inner thighs and massaging her legs a bit, she was fully out.

“That’s a shame,” Rachel said when they were outside the cabin. “Slave could’ve really used a nice tonguing.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until we have a bit more privacy,” he told her. “Anyway, I could use some sleep as well.” Not to mention, Tinniel or Tellessa could catch them at any time, and the guard captain was not in a very good mood right now, not with her people in agony and being sold off as slaves.

Rachel dropped to her knees anyhow. “I could just... have a little…” She started working at his pants, eyes gleaming hopefully up at him. Then she yawned.

“Oh. My. God. You guys…” Ash turned to find Tinniel staring at them. “You…”

Ash just smiled, and headed out.

“Seriously?” he heard her ask Rachel before he left the ship. “Like… how good could it possibly be?”

He left before he got to hear Rachel’s answer. Either Tinniel was going to join his merry band or she wasn’t. Without his Bard powers right now, without any of his cards, he wasn’t getting a bonus to auras from the number of women he had slept with, so there wasn’t even a huge motivation to convince her.

He headed outside to watch with Tellessa as their ‘slaves’ were brought out for sale. Rachel ended up joining him outside later, and he was surprised when Tinniel failed to appear.

He couldn’t help but yawn, yawns being somehow still contagious in this new world, which got the both of them laughing. He chuckled down at her. “Let’s get some shuteye first, and work on getting you some orgasms just as soon as we know everything’s going according to plan.”

They caught up with Tinniel and Tellessa, who were watching the slave auction happening. Their people were being bought off by various nobles. Every time one of them was sold, the naga’s scowl deepened just a fraction.

“It’s all right,” he tried. “It’s all part of the plan.”

His efforts to console her didn’t seem to be working too well.

“What if they chain them up? Whip them? Kill them immediately?”

The whipping he thought they could handle, and though he had private reservations about having them chained up or casually killed, he put a hand on her elbow. “They’ll be fine. They know what they signed up for. They’re ready.”

She turned to him and buried her head into the side of his neck. She’d pulled him into a crushing embrace before he knew what was happening or why. Even her tail ended up wrapped around his legs, and for a moment he wondered if he needed to start using spells to get out of this.

Then the first of her sobs caused her body to shudder, and he realized Mylindria might’ve been right about her. She really was coiled up more like a spring than a snake.

“Hey,” he said, in as soothing a tone as he could. “We’ve been working on this for two days, nobody’s had much sleep, it took us hours and hours to sail here, and now everybody’s on edge. You’re going to be fine. They’re going to be fine. We all need some sleep.”

Her crying happened silently. The only indication she wasn’t okay were the hitches in her breathing, causing her whole body to shudder against him. Also the way he was nearly breathless with the way she was squeezing him.

He smiled wanly, and told himself he wasn’t food. She wasn’t going to eat him. Then he smiled at Tinniel, who he found watching him with a funny expression.

Everything seemed to be going okay, Tellessa’s freak out aside, until the military showed up.

The Horde military wore blood red coats and hats, and judging by the size of the shoulder pads puffing this guy out, he was a four star general. He was surrounded by a number of uniformed officers with much less impressive shoulder adornment. He had those braided cords looping around one arm, the golden castle turret top things turned upside down that Ash didn’t know the names of, more tassels, and there must’ve been padding inside the coat because there was no way this M Bison wannabe was that big, based on the size of his gut.

“What is that asshole doing here?” Tinniel wondered for all of them. Somehow she’d appeared yet again out of nowhere. Her being able to fly silently on moth wings and not touch the ground made her an excellent sneak.

Tellessa broke away from the embrace, making mortified eye contact with him, and turned to survey what was happening below.

Down at ground level, the general loudly bellowed out an order, and the crowd parted. The words ‘Level 4 Hero’ appeared over his head, and Ash had to duck back to avoid being seen. The entire plan depended on his presence as a hero going unnoticed, and he believed Tellessa. She had a lot of skin in this game and wasn’t fucking around.

Her fear at his presence as a Level 5 meant something as well. It meant that each level was likely a huge step up, as though a Level 5 should be able to handle anybody of any level lower in a straight fight, no questions.

“Get back,” he told Rachel.

She ducked down against the low retaining wall on the top of the warehouse, entirely too close to his lower half. She grinned up at him and licked her chops. The effect was to swipe a wide tongue over half her face.

“Not now,” he told her, and only half meant it. He could really go for some distracting pleasure right now, and Rachel’s tongue was really something special. Not quite the squishy cavern that Ariella’s was, but pretty amazing regardless.

Below them on the street, the general had snatched up a half dozen of their soldiers and was inspecting them.

“Can he just do that?” Tellessa whispered loudly. “He can just commandeer—”

She stopped, because the general had taken the remaining eight of their people, making it just about half of the team of newly-branded slaves. In her grief over what was happening, she rose up on her tail some three meters in the air, clutching at her glossy black hair. “Fourteen? Fourteen? We’re done. The plan’s ruined.”

Ash popped up and wrestled her down to the rooftop. “You need to pull your shit together,” he growled. “Nothing has happened yet. We don’t know what the guards and soldiers will have them doing, or where. The plan might still be fine, and I say might because you still have the ability to give away the game by your theatrics.”

She calmed in his arms, or at least she didn’t curl her tail around him and attempt to crush him to death.

“Now, let’s get some rest and let the plan unfold,” he told her.

Her ’okay’ was muffled by being squished against his chest.

“I can let you up?” She felt smooth and strong in his arms, honestly, and her hair smelled lovely indeed.

“Sure,” she said.

***

He thought he awoke sometime in the night to hear moans and squeals of pleasure, but he wasn’t sure, because he was spooning a nude Mylindria, who rubbed her ass against his crotch in the darkness.

“You better be awake,” she told him, and if there were distant moans, they fell silent. “Mylindria needs that dick.”

She wouldn’t take no for an answer, either, squirming against him and sticking her hands down his pants until she was finally forced to get up, wrench his pants off entirely, and stuff the mostly hard head into her mouth.

Afterwards, she unlatched and flung the shutters open, letting a lot of warm air and more importantly moonlight into the cabin.

“Wait,” he told her quietly, and she dutifully froze. With the moonlight like that, she looked absolutely stunning: compact, short, curvaceous, and exactly right. He got out of bed and joined her over at the windows of the captain’s cabin, pulling her into an embrace and kissing the top of her head.

“You’re not going to tease me again, are you?” she asked. “I’ve been waiting for a guy like you for a long time.”

“No teasing,” he said, “but you better get your body morphing magic ready, because I’m going to be poking out of your throat if we’re not careful.”

She leaned against the window sill and wiggled her ass at me. “It hurt to stand up all day, you know that? Just… just rub it… yeah like that.”

He wedged his cock into the crack of her ass and pulled it up, then pushed back down and she sighed at the friction. He understood; it felt incredible. She was instantly wet, and soon had coated the top of his shaft with moisture enough. She then grabbed onto him and spread it around, then put him against her entrance.

“I’m not going to get addicted to this,” she muttered to herself.

“Oh yeah?” he asked.

“I feel cheated out of the last few years,” she said, and grunted as his head forced its way past her entrance. “Saving myself up… doing the streaming thing, ugh… just using toys.”

She was breathing heavily already, and he reached around to get her nipples pinched and rolled between his finger.

“Ohhhhh fuck, why’s that… oh gods, Ash, why…” she couldn’t manage more, but immediately started to orgasm. She shivered and shook, and nearly fell into the window sill, but he held her with one hand around the waist, and another still twisting and pulling her nipple just a bit.

“I don’t… know why…” she panted.

“Why what?” he asked, and pinched her nipples again.

“Uggghhhhh,” she groaned, and accidentally shoved herself back onto him by another few inches. He loved the feeling of making her incapable of speech, watching her breathe heavily just with the effort of having him inside her, and her head hanging low, reflecting the moonlight.

He pulled out slowly and shoved more back in, and for several minutes they continued that way. She accepted him with as much of her magic as she could manage to concentrate into being, while he tried not to simply rut her like a common animal. She felt wonderful like this, less painful and less like she was trying to squeeze his dick right off his body. Every once in a while he would roll and pinch her nipples just slightly, and revel in the moans, groans, and the next orgasm out of her. Then the next.

Eventually he came comfortably to rest against her bubble butt, fully sheathed inside her, with her head simply lying on her forearms and her breath ragged.

“I can’t… believe…”

“Your nipples are some kind of conduit straight to your clit?”

She nodded into her forearms. “How did… you know?”

“Heard about it.” He’d had a girl tell him over drinks that she could climax just from having her nipples played with.

“It’s… incredible,” she whined. “I never thought…”

He slowly eased out of her again and started another round of slow, excruciatingly good strokes.

“You’re amazing,” she told him.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” he murmured, and bent to pick her up.

She cried out when he gripped her by the backs of her perfectly muscled thighs and lifted her effortlessly off the ground, legs spread and pussy fully open.

“What are you—” Her hands automatically drifted up and grabbed him around the back of the neck, while she turned an amazed look on him.

He hunched, shifted his grip, and showed her exactly what he was doing. He’d never managed this with Ashley, with her nearly as tall as him, and the feeling of total control was intoxicating. He lifted her bodily up and nearly off him, then settled her back down, down, down, until he was balls deep again.

“Holy… fuck…” she moaned. “More. More.”

He gave it to her more and more. Another orgasm just like this before his arms began to tire, and then he lowered her to the bed so he could concentrate on his own pleasure. She began to request all sorts of lewd things, like drinking his cum, bathing in it, licking it up off the floor. So he flipped her over and pummeled her, playing with her nipples all the more, so she couldn’t make such demands. When he finally couldn’t handle any more, he pulled out and gave her a full load on the stomach and her big, gorgeous breasts.

“Are you pleased?”

“Mmm,” she said, and swirled her finger in it. “More than I dreamed possible.”

“Good. I’m going to sleep now.” They had a long day of waiting tomorrow.

She smiled lazily. “I suppose you’ve earned it.”


31- Succubus Stint

The next day consisted mostly of waiting. Mylindria had made a whole lot of money selling off the men and women of the Boulederia guard and soldiery, but all that money went directly into Tellessa’s hands to pay for the equipment, and all the palms that needed greasing in order to keep the situation quiet, so Gary didn’t find out. The guy had maps and charts of practically everything happening in the city, so it was only by crossing fingers and hoping he was too busy that they went on with the plan. They were quietly confident, given that Lord Gary had repairs to conduct in the palisade and several very expensive buildings.

“They’ll just be transformed into peons,” Tellessa moaned. “At the beck and call of the city lord to build or fix anything that needs it. They’ll work themselves to death.”

“You need a distraction,” Mylindria said, and opened her mouth to suggest something naughty when she caught Ash and Rachel’s expression. She then closed her mouth, winked at them, and went over to have a look over the wine selection in the captain’s cabin.

Just this moment, the tablet with all thirty of their slaves’ names were beginning to light up one after another. Several had lit up overnight, and he and Mylindria had studiously avoided dealing with them or informing Tellessa. The guard captain would only blow a fuse at them starting in on the plan too early.

“Is there nothing else we can do?” Tellessa asked.

“You can play your parts as slavers,” Ash suggested. If they wanted to be seen as slavers, they would need to canvass the city, asking around for who else needed slaves. It would also be useful to be seen spending some of the city’s money back in the city. Then, in order to make money flying back out of the city, they needed to arrange some cargo from some direction.

“Just make sure you don’t offend the present class of merchants who take on the shipping business of the city. I doubt they want someone elbowing in on their territory.”

“We’ll approach the merchants and tell them what the deal is,” Mylindria said. She then grabbed Tellessa’s hand and headed out with the naga in tow like a lost child.

He sat at the captain’s desk and regarded Rachel and a furiously blushing Tinniel. “So.”

“So?”

“You haven’t said a word since we woke up,” he said. “Mind telling me what’s going on?”

Rachel merely blinked at him innocently.

“I… I don’t know what you mean,” Tinniel said.

“All right,” he told her. “All right. Sure. Okay. We’ll just lie to Ash then.”

“Ugh! You’re insufferable!” She blurted. “Rachel and I, uh… we had a talk last night.”

He felt himself burning with impatience and the need to know how their ‘talk’ went, but realized that simply wasn’t necessary. He nodded, hands up in surrender, and summoned Waffles.

“What are you doing?” The fey asked him, watching the golden retriever plod happily toward him, tongue lolling and tail wagging. “Why are you doing that?”

“I’m just hanging out with my bestest bud,” he told her, and gave Waffles an affectionate scratch behind the ears. Then he plunked down on his butt and got a face full of doggy kisses. “I’m allowed to do that, certainly?”

“You… that’s your magic dog that does anything and everything you say. It shot a Fireball out of its mouth.”

“You’re not wrong,” he told her.

She fell silent now, and gave an exaggerated look toward Rachel, as if to say she fully understood the extent of the Familiar’s power, and would Rachel just help her out here? Instead of assisting her in any way, Rachel just cocked her head to one side and gave her a cute look. It was as if she were saying ‘what do you want me to do? If I do anything, the game will be up.’

Clearly more than a conversation had gone on last night, and Waffles could give him the answers he needed. Should he feel guilty about finding the truth? Maybe a little. But he couldn’t bring himself to feel anything except for a mischievous sense of pride. This was precisely why he’d gotten the doggo Familiar in the first place. People let their guard down around dogs. People forgot they were more than pillows or footrests, and just had them around.

After several face licks, he got the unedited version through his disinterested, peeping magical construct puppers.

***

The two of them had been in front of the fore castle, just beneath the twinkling and radiant new figurehead commissioned by Mylindria. She hadn’t released her hold on the golden retriever the entire flight, stroking him to comfort herself through the entire inspection process. Tinniel had also stuck close to Rachel most of that time too, gravitating towards the felinian.

“What did you want?” Rachel asked, staring up at the stars.

“I just… today was a lot. We’re in the middle of a whole town of enemies. Enemy solders, lots of weapons, they’re… if they knew why we were here we’d be imprisoned or dead.” She edged closer, and eventually took Rachel’s hand in both of her own.

Rachel shrugged, not looking away from the mesmerizing sight spread out above them. “We’re not.”

“You’re not worried that we, that Ash’s plan… that we’re not in danger?”

“I trust him,” Rachel said.

Tinniel seemed to notice the sky for the first time and fell silent, studying whatever Rachel saw.

“It’s so pretty,” she said, gazing up at the stars. Since the apocalypse the stars were so, so clear and vivid. Ash loved it, and more than that, loved the way some of the nebulas appeared and disappeared, or the glowing jellyfish monsters that had to be the size of some large houses flying overhead.

“You want to talk about what’s really bothering you?”

“What?” Tinniel asked, still transfixed by the sky. “What do you mean?”

“Getting in with Ash. Doing stuff with me. You liked it, and you know I did too.”

“You know what?” Tinniel snapped. “I bet he’s screwing that blonde girl right. This. Moment.”

“Yeah,” Rachel sighed. “I wish I could join in.”

For a long time, Tinniel simply gaped at her. She seemed to realize something, and her mouth snapped shut.

“You… liked it?” She asked in a tiny voice.

“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t think Ash made me bi. I think I was just naturally horny. Or maybe I felt I owed him for saving my life. I was a succubus, you know that? Hm. Now that I think about it, I guess it was maybe some of the stuff I did as a succubus that made me like this.”

“Don’t you think it’s bad?”

“Why would I?” Rachel asked quietly. “You know what I did the whole time he was running around doing the goddess’s messiah thing?”

“What?”

Rachel fell silent. “I can’t… I can’t remember. I was a succubus, and then I think maybe I died. Then I woke up and I wasn’t infected with demonic taint any longer. It’s just blank.”

“You’ll remember,” Tinniel said.

“I don’t think so,” Rachel responded. “Sorry. It’s gone.”

“Try,” Tinniel said.

“Uh… how?”

“Here, I’ll use the one ability I started with and never got rid of. It’s called Faerie Dust. But it only works if you believe with all your might, okay?”

Rachel didn’t seem sure she could manage that, so Tinniel fluttered up to her face and put a hand on each shoulder. “I believe in you, okay?”

A deep breath with closed eyes later, Rachel nodded. And before anything else happened, Tinniel darted forward and pressed a twinkling, sparkling kiss on her lips. Just a peck, noses barely touching, there and gone in a fraction of a second.

It was so cute, seeing Rachel standing there in her sailor outfit, tail swishing uncertainly back and forth, eyes closed, with the little fey fluttering just a foot off the ground right in her face.

“Do it,” Tinniel said. “Do this. Remember.”

The Faerie Dust breezed out of Tinniel’s body in a cloud of glowing glitter. It sparkled around Rachel’s head and into her nose, where she first sneezed once and then twice.

“Remember,” Tinniel repeated. “Come on.”

“I… remember,” she breathed. “Ohhhh wow.”

“What?” Tinniel demanded, probably louder than she wanted, because she glanced around to see if anyone had noticed her.

Instead of answering, Rachel fainted.

Tinniel briefly disappeared, and Waffles went over to Rachel, finding her breathing but unconscious. He then leapt up onto the ship with a jump that shouldn’t have been possible out of a dog of his size, or really any dog. It took a bit of Ash’s mana to accomplish, but he had a duty, and that duty was to make sure he kept an eye on Tinniel.

The fey got as far as the door to the captain’s quarters before she froze with a squeak. This was the sound he’d heard last night as he was banging away at Mylindria.

When she spun and flew off, she didn’t even notice the golden retriever in the shadows. The same golden retriever who then spun and bounded after her.

When he found her again, she was shaking Rachel’s shoulders, imploring her to wake up, wake up, please.

“I need you,” she said. “Ash is too scary, the blonde girl is too horny, and the snake lady is insane. Come on… I need you. Wake up!”

She was now crying, and it didn’t seem to matter how hard she shook the felinian, nothing woke her.

“Don’t leave me with him,” she breathed. “He’s…”

Nothing. Silence fell over the scene like a heavy curtain.

“I liked it,” she whispered, loudly in the quiet of the night. “I liked it too, what you did. What we did. Come on! Please just wake up.”

Finally, she began to glow with Faerie Dust again, and leaned forward to kiss Rachel once more. As before, the cloud of glittery dust shook out of her and settled onto Rachel’s body, but unlike before, the kiss didn’t start and stop in an instant. Tinniel’s lips lingered on Rachel’s, and she even pressed in again. Ash would bet there was a bit of tongue included, swiping across Rachel’s lips.

Soon enough one hand drifted up to the fey girl’s head, and the other around her waist. Now it wasn’t just Tinniel kissing Rachel, but the two of them kissing, tongues dancing, breath escaping with moans, eyes drifting closed.

It took some time for them to stop making out, but Tinniel didn’t back away this time. “You’re so good to me,” she said.

“You’re going to see how good I can be,” the felinian replied with a purr.

“Oh?”

“Yes… I remember everything.”

“What?” Tinniel was nose to nose with her. “What do you remember?”

“I got to experience… everything. I was spread out over the whole encampment. I could hear everyone and everything, see all of them, and if I wanted to, I could feel them or taste them. Singing, dancing, laughing, praying. I could see all of it. Hear and feel and smell all of it. I got to watch, or I guess rather, I had to watch everyone any time they had sex.”

“Whoa.”

“I didn’t just watch. I experienced everything. Like from both sides at once.” Tinniel didn’t respond. “I had everything. All the tongues, all the mouths. All the moans. Every thrust. I was there. All the times they got stretched open, that was me. I was in all the girls. Inside them, because I was all the men. That’s… wow that’s weird.”

Tinniel was shivering. Although Waffles was a dog, he saw in a brilliant spectrum of colors, along with the colors of magic, and despite the moonlight, he saw the color rise in the fey’s cheeks.

“You take your skirt and your panties off, and I’ll show you exactly how good.”

Tinniel stood, mutely staring down, while Rachel got up with a smile and tugged her skirt and panties down her trim legs, revealing a brown and orange patch of hair above wet lower lips.

“You saved me,” Rachel said. “I could hear you, but nothing was working. I couldn’t make myself move, or even open my eyes. It was like I was in that state, that middle state again. But you saved me.”

“I guess I did,” Tinniel replied simply.

“Now I’m going to save you.”

She cradled Tinniel’s entire body and laid her down on the rooftop, where she already had a sleeping roll ready for a night under the stars. She then nudged her knees open with her nose, licking and kissing each part of Tinniel’s exposed skin in turn. She crawled between her spread legs, kissing and licking as she went, and Tinniel responded by spreading further, arching her back, moaning, and running her hands over her small breasts.

Finally, she breathed out onto Tinniel’s exposed pussy. The fey’s hands drifted down, fluttered uncertainly, and settled onto Rachel’s head. She stroked the cat ears extending off her head, while Rachel made her first tentative licks. That didn’t last long.

Almost immediately, she started broad, working that long cat’s tongue up the whole length of Tinniel’s nether region, several times. Each time was met with a loud moan. And sparkles.

Tinniel was beginning to glimmer and shine with inner light. Her cheeks, her breasts, and beneath the thatch of hair between her legs started to sparkle.

Eyes squeezed tight, Tinniel clutched and moaned, beginning to writhe. Rachel continued her expert assault, lapping with long strokes. Periodically she would linger on the fey’s clit, and cause a burst of sparkly stuff to erupt out of her. The faerie dust was also spreading, appearing on her thighs and spreading between her breasts, down her neck, covering her face.

Rachel also alternated dipping her tongue deeply inside, causing Tinniel to gasp and her eyes to shoot open. She could clutch her fingers into Rachel’s luxurious hair, and her faerie glow would continue to spread.

Ash couldn’t help but become turned on by both Rachel’s tireless tongue work or Tinniel’s reactions.

Some five minutes later, now glowing over her entire body, Tinniel announced breathlessly that she was, she was… She came with body wracking spasms, spurting glittery faerie dust into the air and getting a bunch of it on Rachel.

Ash resisted the urge to take matters into his own hands. Instead he shifted his hard on uncomfortably in his pants, but continued watching.

He expected them to move afterwards, embrace. Instead Rachel merely rested her head on the fey’s thigh and breathed directly up into her sex.

“How did you… that was… that was incredible,” Tinniel said shakily.

“Hm?”

The faerie dust had done something to Rachel. She had a contented look of bewilderment on her face, like she’d just woken from a wonderful dream and had zero worries in the world.

“Thank you,” Rachel told her.

“Thank me?” Tinniel asked, amazed and bewildered. “I’ve never felt like that in my whole life. Thank you.”

It was only then that Rachel seemed to have the presence of mind to crawl up and cuddle with her. She drew the bedroll up over them and they soon fell fast asleep.


32- You Gain +1 Crew Member

In the pre-dawn light Ash and the girls all stared at the tablet specifically made and enchanted for this mission. All but two of the beacons had been lit.

“Okay, okay,” Tellessa said. She was swaying back and forth hypnotically, staring at the thing in her hands. “Okay. Right. Okay.”

“What do we do?” Tinniel asked.

“Nothing,” Ash responded. “We’re supposed to wait. Today you two—” He indicated Mylindria and Tellessa. “—head into the city and check out the merchants, see who’s willing to stock up the ship in the next day or so, for how much, and get some supplies lined up. It’s going to look suspicious if we don’t have merchandise moving back up towards the ship, so while wee wait for our slaves to do their jobs, we keep up the charade.”

“What about you?” Tellessa asked.

“I can’t move,” he said. “If an unknown level 5 hero ends up getting discovered, the whole city comes down on our heads and the plan is shot.” Really, his presence was just as much hindrance as help. Sure he could level a lot of power against whoever came against them, but it would be better if nobody came with swords and spells leveled against them. “I’d much rather be doing something, but it’s best if I didn’t. The best I can do is give you guys my Familiar to accompany you.”

He had Waffles come out. Tongue lolling, coat glossy, looking just a tiny bit chonky, Waffles appeared completely harmless, which was the point.

“He’ll be tasked with protecting you, but with luck you won’t need him.”

“Okay!” Mylindria chirped. “Let’s go.” With that, she took Tellessa’s hand and tugged her away from the tablet, towards the stairway down to the warehouse roof, where two bored guards stood watch.

Soon the two of them were gone, and once more the only sound was the distant hustle and bustle of the city rising up off the streets.

“Whatever shall we do?” Rachel wondered idly. Immediately Tinniel adopted the look of a cornered animal, searching for exits, even though she was on the deck of a ship and could easily just fly away.

“Would you calm down?” Rachel barked. “Good gravy, girl, you’re like a zebra who finds herself in the middle of a pride of sleeping lions. Calm the hell down, nobody’s going to eat you… unless you specifically ask.”

“I wish we were back in the other game system,” Ash said. They followed him over to the port side rail, overlooking the northern portion of a very militaristic city. “I want communication stones. We have no way of knowing how things are going with the other girls.”

“I know,” Rachel said, and gave him a hug from behind.

Worrying about it wouldn’t do any good, he knew, but there was precious little for him to do.

“Do you and Tinniel wish to head out on the town?”

“A level 4 hero won’t arouse suspicion?” she breathed into his ear.

“I don’t think so. The ship should have crew members. I’ll monitor the situation down here. Then when the sun sets we’ll be ready.” He handed them some coins. “Feel free to go a little crazy. I think you’ve earned some fun.”

“Are…” Tinniel began, looking bewildered, and cheeks flushing red.

When she didn’t finish, he asked, “Yes?”

“Nothing.”

She took the coins, threw a confused look Rachel’s way, and the two of them descended the stairs, headed toward the guards, and past to get down out of the warehouse. The whole time, she never lost her puzzled expression, nor stopped staring at him.

“I know,” he told no one. “I would’ve, too, if she’d been ready. She’s almost there.”

With Tinniel and Rachel now doing some pleasure shopping, the rest of the girls saving the world, and Captain Mylindria keeping up the illusion with Tellessa in tow, he found himself alone.

It was… awesome. He hadn’t had practically any time to himself since this whole thing began some two months ago, plus. He was able to breathe without having Ashley clutched against one leg or hiding behind him. Although he was surrounded by enemies, nobody was presently attempting to murder him. He stretched out and really enjoyed a lay down free of interruption for nearly a solid hour… he heard the tolling of the bell announcing a new hour.

He also climbed up to the crow’s nest and had an even better vantage over the city. It was likewise refreshing, and the quiet allowed him to relax in a way he hadn’t been able to since this whole demon situation began. No obligations to settle Lucy’s family, no weird look from Jezebel that definitely meant nothing and he was imagining it anyway, no missing parents who wouldn’t have—

He sat bolt upright.

His parents were the carpenters. He’d been in their shop. They were elves, like he’d started out when he came here. His father had been something of an amateur woodworker before he’d retired, and had started turning out piece after piece once he became a full time old guy. The woodworker’s shop had been on a sort of corner house at the top of a little rise, where the road suddenly narrowed down a bit.

“Why didn’t I recognize them?”

And that was easy too. They’d been a young couple of elves, meticulously dressed up and made up. She’d been wearing something far more intricate and beautiful than humans should’ve been capable of making, which accentuated her svelte figure. He had tried not to look at the plunging neck line and the cleavage created by the effect, and mostly succeeded. His father too looked to have been maybe in his twenties or thirties, with a bit of stubble growing in around the three places on his face where it was possible, and a slight green tinge to his skin.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “Fuck, they were there the whole time.” They’d even given him the cold shoulder like they would have in pre-apocalypse times.

Well now he knew who to use the spork on. All he had to do was survive this nutty plot to start a war and get back to Boulederia. Then he could finish his ultimate—read: stupid—plan, or pick up his parents, Lucy, Jez and Damien in Serenity’s Kiss and deliver them to the heart of the Coalition.

After all, if this went well, or only a little sideways, the Coalition was going to thank him for this.

***

Ash asked Waffles to stick with Mylindria and Tellessa as they ventured forth into the city and started to piece together answers for how to go about doing their job. They first tried to ask a military commander but were brushed off, and several shopkeepers quietly told them nothing save ‘head that way’ or ‘not here’. They were getting a lot of the same treatment he’d gotten back in Boulederia, but eventually they ended up at a merchant’s house.

It was clear the merchants weren’t doing well in this town, firstly because of the scowl on the face of the man who answered the door, and the fact that it wasn’t a servant. Second, it was hardly any better than the houses they’d passed to get here. It was a floor higher, at two, but all ornamentation had been pried off or broken. The merchant was a felinian, a man with jaguar spots and jowls. Unfortunately they weren’t the dangerous kind of jowls, but instead the kind made from too much fat, and too much misery.

After a short conversation he conducted them back to a bare study.

“They steal every extra penny I make, you see,” he said.

Tellessa glanced to Mylindria. “The military?”

He nodded. “You’re new here. You’ll have to know that you can’t skim off any from the military. They won’t have it.”

“We won’t.”

“Because here’s what will happen,” he said tiredly. “First, they figure out what you’re doing. Then they take everything off your ship or out of your house. They sell it off or use it up. They have a team of auditors and investigators search through your house for hidden stashes. They use magic. You can’t protect your valuables.”

“We won’t,” Mylindria repeated.

“Then they take any associated ships and search them. If there’s a penny in the wrong place, or a secret compartment amongst your ship, or an error in the logbooks, or a stowaway on your ship, they take your ship and turn every member of the crew into soldiers. That means they get killed off by the Coalition reprisals.”

“We get it,” Mylindria said.

“If, and this is a huge if, your ship is exactly what you say it is, they’ll let you keep trading.”

“Do you want to run goods with the Serenity’s Kiss or not?” Mylindria demanded. She was shifting her weight back and forth from foot to foot, and Ash wondered how she was feeling today, after having had such strenuous sex with him so often. He reasoned she was either itching to get back to the ship because she considered it hers, or itching to get back to the ship to make another payment on her ship. The dwarven part of her was resilient, and the gnomish part of her had the magic to help her stretch out, but she’d taken a whole lot of cock she wasn’t really ready for.

Before, Ash had had difficulty keeping coins in his inventory. Mylindria seemed to be having trouble keeping up with her payments as well.

The leopard man sighed. “I just want you to know what you’re getting into. The Horde, glory to the Horde and glory to the Emperor, is going to come out the worse for this because of the way they’ve treated merchants.”

“We. Get. It,” Tellessa said. She had gone scarily still again, seeming not even to breathe.

In the end the merchant had to call a sort of notary public to stamp the deal that they were making. He was a military man, escorted by several guard soldiers. The notary soldier went over the agreement of mercantile transfer carefully, signing and stamping the papers while Tellessa looked to be on the verge of murdering all of them, and possibly including Mylindria.

To celebrate, Mylindria took the felinian merchant and Tellessa out for lunch at another rather dingy looking place, where Waffles did his best to appear desperate for food and endlessly hopeful in that adorable and pathetic way dogs have. Tellessa indulged him with a few scraps here and there, and eventually consented to pet him. From there the dam broke, and she couldn’t keep her hands or her tail off the placid doggo.

She joked about the city, about how much of a rat trap it was here, and how the merchant should try to move to one of the other three cities in the Horde, put this place behind her. She was politely and thoroughly informed that this wouldn’t be possible. See, since he had committed his first infraction by trying to skim profits that ‘rightfully belonged to the empire and the war effort’ he had had his travel papers revoked and held by the local military authorities. He had lost them for a year and was only four months into his sentence.

Tellessa just kept petting Ash’s dog, slithered her tail against his side several times covertly beneath the table, and eventually just went down beneath the table to nuzzle him with her face, and receive face licks. Ash watched this with amusement and relief. He’d been a bit worried about their scaly new friend.

Still, the captain of Serenity’s Kiss didn’t let him sour the mood, but joked about just having him stow away on her ship when they left. The leopard felinian just about choked on his drink at that point, and sputtered his refusal, which caused Mylindria to laugh.

By the time they returned to the ship, Mylindria remained undaunted and Tellessa had calmed her shit a bit. Ash was good to see her a lot more relaxed than previously. Also, by the time they returned, he’d considered how to approach the topic of his parents, Boulederia, and Lucy’s family. He still wasn’t entirely sure about how he felt regarding the looks Jezebel definitely hadn’t been giving him, but since they weren’t happening he didn’t need to do anything. Still, that didn’t stop him from worrying.

“Boy am I glad to see you,” Mylindria told him, and flung herself at him. He picked her up and hugged her back, and gave Tellessa a smile to try and melt the cold attitude he felt coming off the naga guard captain.

“Your mission was successful?” he asked.

“Meh,” Mylindria said, waving her hand back and forth, and fell to kissing his neck and collar bone.

He arched an eyebrow at the guard captain, then smiled down at Waffles. “I guess I won’t ask further. But it appears you made a friend.”

“Your companion animal is quite fluffy and soft and loving.”

“He’s a good judge of character,” he said, wondering if he was lying right now or not. The jury was very much still out on the naga. Her impatience and near-disastrous concern for her people on this mission had been noted.

“Are we prepared for this evening?” she asked.

“As prepared as we can be. There’s not a lot we can do,” he replied. “The ship is ready to fly, though we’re surrounded by guards at all times.”

The military occupation of this city was just as severe as he’d been led to believe and it wasn’t something he wanted to endure for long. Boulederia might be under threat of extortion, but the mood on the streets was far better than this.

“Tinniel and Rachel should be back before evening bell,” he said. “We’ll go over the preparations one more time, do a couple of laps around the warehouse to be ready for the hard parts.”

This seemed to do the trick. Tellessa nodded her thanks, then fell down to the floor, where she cuddled Waffles and started a wrestling session. She soon had the doggo playfully wrapped in her snake half, with him hopping out of her efforts and dodging her tail. She snorted laughter each time he licked her face fully, from chin to forehead. For the first time since he’d met her several days ago, she was laughing.

“I’m actually glad we’re going to blow this city out of the sky,” Mylindria said in between kisses. She had such an innocent face it was always so odd to hears adult language come out. “You know what I was thinking about the whole time we were talking to that merchant? How much I want you to pin me to the bed and just ruin my pussy.”

“Is that right?”

She was still wrapped around him, still nuzzling his neck, and he was still smelling the shampoo she’d used. “Ohhh yeah. I’m addicted. It’s bad. I know you said you already have a ship and I know we’ve only done it a handful of times, and you have other girlfriends and such, but… you know.” He chuckled, and she joined him. “And then there’s the thing about my old self. That was wild. I didn’t think I would care, you know? I was perfectly okay being a waitress in some nothing town and flirting with patrons so they tipped well. It was working, and I didn’t need more. And then you showed me that spork thing.”

“You’re welcome, I think. Or I’m sorry. Both?”

She grinned at him. “Both. Thank you, and you’re forgiven. It’s fine.

She peered into his eyes, and he could see the way her eyelids were drooping that she was getting herself horny. She was already pressed up against him and he could literally feel the burning coal that was her pussy, pressed against his abdomen. “I need to be fucked, Ash. I need that monster in my life, I think. After this is over, we could… you could have a fleet. I mean the ship would still be mine but I need to pay it off, right? It’ll take a lot of sucky-fucky to pay back twenty thousand.”

“If you want to stick with me and the girls… I don’t see why not. You just have to know that it’s not always safe. It’s not always perfect.”

“You know just what to say to make a girl all wet,” she joked in a breathy whisper.

He lowered her body a good inch, until the junction of her thighs came into contact with the erection she’d brought to life.

“Ohhh that’s more like it,” she purred. “How about now? Do you think we have time for a little sucky f—”

The first of the explosions detonated.


33- This Wasn’t The Plan

All three of them looked in the direction of the distant blast as though they would be able to see it and know what was going on. That simply wasn’t possible, of course. The smoke hadn’t even begun to rise, and a handful of other tall buildings were in the way, though tall was a relative term. Only a few buildings reached three stories.

“What the—”

“No,” Tellessa hissed. Literally hissed. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she rose up and her neck fanned out like a cobra hood.

Mylindria dropped off him to the deck. “I’ll check the hold,” she said, and disappeared below decks.

Ash raced over to the naga guard captain, who had frozen again. “Signal the rest to start. It’s go time.”

“They were supposed to wait. This wasn’t the plan.”

“Plan’s changed,” he told her.

A sheet of cold fear hit him. She was a guard captain of a soft city that never saw actual violence. She wasn’t the battle-hardened veteran he needed on this, who knew her shit and would act in the best interests of her city first, in the moment.

To be fair, there was no real way to tell for sure what she’d do. To be extra fair, she hadn’t been a snake lady two months ago, nor had she likely been a guard captain, unless by some amazing coincidence she’d been a security guard in her former life as an earth human of Boulder, Colorado.

“The tablet!” he barked.

She blinked and scrambled to grab the tablet. It was still little more than a notebook-sized piece of stone a good inch thick, and read Signal Tablet, level 5 Artifact when he stared at it long enough. It had thirty names etched into it, all of which were glowing softly with turquoise light, except for one of those now pulsing with angry orange. Beside each name were several more glyphs.

Tellessa soon raked her fingers over a series of identical glyphs in the tablet, causing all the turquoise lights to switch over to yellow. That done, she stared at the tablet like she’d never seen it before. Her slit pupils widened and her nostrils flared.

Ash was afraid she would lose all reason and start freaking out completely. She might go after the one who’d just detonated their explosive, or any of the ones who failed to detonate theirs.

He pointed a finger in her face, then pointed down at the deck. “Good, now do not move,” he told her. “You are here for defense and as a beacon. They know you. Stand tall and for the love of fuck stay here.”

She nodded.

He had the two nearest guards killed before they could do more than react to his footsteps. Knowing the city lord could resurrect them, he lashed out with a simple wooden staff, cracked the first one across the back of the head and then the second. They crumpled instantly, and he was rewarded with some of the first game info since he’d come here.

You have defeated two city guards, level 4! You’ve gained 16 xp.

It meant nothing to him, since he was level 5 and didn’t even know how many xp he still needed before hitting 6. Still, it looked like level 4 guards were worth 8 xp each and that was useful information to have. If he had to guess, it would be that level 1 was worth a single experience point, level 2 gave 2 xp, and it doubled each level. If he knew his level progression, it would be logarithmic or exponential. He’d have to kill a city’s worth of soldiers in order to hit level 6, which was practically impossible.

If he was fighting the whole city, it meant they’d already lost. His level 5 abilities and stats would have to do.

He rocketed down the stairs, leapt the last flight, and landed on one of the other two standing guard there. He snapped the staff against the other’s head once, killing him, and when four men appeared from outside, they got a Fireball in the face. The result: one vaporized, one blown to pieces, and two set on fire. They succumbed in several screaming seconds.

You have defeated six city guards, level 4! You’ve gained 48 xp.

For a long period of time there was nothing. A lot of interest had been aroused by the explosion down on the street level, when he came out of the warehouse and saw civilians talking in obvious agitation about what might be going on. Otherwise, the only thing of interest happening presently was a gathering of clouds high in the sky.

A minute, two, then five passed like this. Somewhere, distantly, an alarm bell started ringing, and the plume of smoke became visible in the distance. Still, right here and now, almost all was peaceful and serene.

“You know what’s going on?” an older man asked him.

“No idea,” he lied, and the old man snorted before moving on.

Ash cleaned up the crime scene as best he could, using Telekinesis to either move bodies, or hide them under pallets and crates.

Some ten or fifteen minutes after the first, another explosion detonated from a completely different direction. Ash stood just outside the warehouse now, peering up and down the street for people who hadn’t even done their jobs yet.

This second blast made everyone on the street moan out loudly, a collective cry of anguish. One man ran up to Ash and took him by the shoulders, nearly earning himself a staff blow that would’ve taken his head off.

“You have to head to the muster point!” he screamed directly in Ash’s face.

“I do not, actually,” he said, and slapped the man’s wrists away with enough force to send him staggering.

When soldiers came, they didn’t last long. His preferred method was to take them across the back of the head with his staff, but one he flubbed and had yelled out, but luckily the civilians were all heading to muster points. Good, that was good. Although he wanted to blow this city to kingdom come, he didn’t want to murder all of its civilian population. He hoped that the city lord would resurrect everyone.

Another explosion rocked the city, this one a lot nearer. Only a handful of people remained now, but all of them gave a much louder, much longer moan of existential horror. Another alarm bell started clanging to get people moving to muster points, along with another in some other part of town.

The first looting happened a few buildings down. The unmistakable tinkle of glass and shout of defiance announced the crime.

Although this didn’t please him, it was useful as a distraction for the authoritarian authorities.

The next explosion came some ten minutes later. The floodgates opened at this one, and they came in rapid succession now. Three happened, one right after another, followed by a moment of quiet, and then four more. He wasn’t sure if these were the targets they had planned on: the largest of the skyships and the military barracks buildings housing the most influential people. The chaos was the more important thing.

Ash took a moment to peer through the eyes of his Familiar and watch as Tellessa paced the deck, nervously staring down at the tablet and muttering to herself. She slithered up to the fore castle, then turned and went back to the main mast, looping around it for another return trip.

Although it was difficult to get a view from Waffles, he was able to get up on the fore castle and peek in at the tablet when she turned. Already ten of the thirty lights had gone orange on the device she held, and none of them had gone the ashy black that meant the explosive was neutralized.

Two more explosions detonated at the exact same time at opposite sides of the city, and he asked Waffles to survey the city for smoke.

It had only been about twenty minutes, but it felt like hours waiting. None of their soldier saboteurs were back here yet. More than the actual damage, the return of her soldiers was definitely going to be the tipping point for Tellessa. She’d said in the planning that she wanted all her people back, but the gorgeous thing about them dying was that Gary could simply revive them and pin medals on their chests.

“Here we go,” he muttered.

A number of skyships were lifting off and up into the sky.

Ash felt his ears block up with the shockwave of a very close explosion. He ducked, wincing, and worked his jaw against the pressure differential. Through his eyes he saw that one of the largest distant skyships also buckled and burst from within. At the same moment, Tellessa froze and cursed.

“No!”

One of her people had been on that ship. He didn’t have to see the tablet to know that one of the names had just grayed out.

“It’s all right,” he muttered from below. “It’s fine. They can be brought back.”

“No! No no no no no no!”

She needed to just… let people go. They weren’t really gone in this game system.

One of the oddest parts about this whole episode was how much nothing happened. It was a bit like watching a baseball game, or being in a baseball game for that matter: ninety percent of the time you were just standing there with your mitt on or watching your friends bat. Watching. Doing fucking nothing. Then out of nowhere the action started and you were running hell for leather.

One of the first saboteurs came pelting out of the space between two buildings down the street, appearing and disappearing a second later. Only a moment passed before several city guard and soldiers charged after.

“Come on, kiddo,” he muttered. “Come to papa.”

So when another one of their saboteurs sprinted out of another alley from another direction, dodging blasts of fire and ice, Ash was nearly taken off guard. He immediately put on Sorcerer’s Blood and, when Tellessa’s soldier saw him radiating red fire, he dove aside so Ash could Fireball all seven of them directly in the face.

This time three of them disintegrated in the blast, two of them were blown to pieces, and the last two ended up with fatal burns. They peeled off, screaming and flailing and finally falling silent.

You have defeated four soldiers, level 4, one city guard, level 4, and two battle mages, level 4! You have gained 48 xp.

“Go report to your captain and find out what you can do to help out,” Ash told him.

“Sir,” the wheezing man said, and headed into the warehouse.

Before he’d even gotten past Ash, the first saboteur reappeared, took a blast of green energy to the back, and collapsed onto the cobbles. Telekinesis brought his body off the ground and up onto the roof of the building, while his pursuers came pouring out of the alley, shouting and screaming. He aimed to put the man down on the roof gently, but the soldiers and young wizards with their glowing staves made that impossible.

They caught sight of Ash a moment later, and caught a Fireball another one after that.

You have defeated four soldiers, level 4, and two battle mages, level 4! You have gained 48 xp.

This happened twice more, along with a few more distant explosions.

“You, skyship!” A magically enhanced voice called down. “You are hereby ordered to relinquish your ship to the Horde armada. You will be remunerated—”

Ash grabbed the entire little flying skiff with Telekinesis and flung it down onto a nearby building. It didn’t explode like most things from earth. The flames were blue and purple and pink, for one thing, and transformed the wall of the building, a portion of it anyhow, into a variety of different substances. Some of the wall ended up reddish crystal, while the part directly below the hole made by the ship became a yellowish sludge that dripped down and began to solidify as it went. It turned out to be beeswax.

He thought that would be the end of that particular problem, but apparently magic explosions weren’t just bad for a single reason, because a shaggy crab-like creature tore its way out of the hole a moment later, the size of a pick up truck. It was mint green, had pincers roughly the size of wardrobes full of portals to other realms, and its eyes were the heads of several people who’d just been caught in the magical blast. Like, their heads were stacked on top of one another and their mouths worked open and closed in silence, thank the gods.

This monstrosity didn’t particularly like taking Fireballs to the carapace, and scuttled away. Hopefully it scuttled right back to whatever nightmare spawned the awful thing.

He half considered going after it and trying to kill it for the xp, but remembered he definitely had a job to do, and that job was not to level up in a game system he didn’t intend to remain in.

Two more saboteurs appeared, one of them pursued for about three seconds after Ash caught sight of them.

“Ash!” Mylindria called down. “You’ll do better up here. You’ve got the high ground, and you can shoot at any of the other ships that—”

She simply stopped speaking.

Ash headed into the warehouse, ran up the stairs, and got out onto the rooftop just in time to see a whole fleet of skyships descend out of the clouds and down towards them.

“What the f—” Ash shouted, but whatever he was about to say was drowned out by the first of the cannon blasts. Seconds later, streaking lights of white, blue, red, gold… all differently colored lights came out of the ships and exploded against many of the distant skyships taking to the air. Other bolts of magic destruction crushed the larger buildings in the city.

Seconds later, some of the towers on the ground began returning fire, blasting up into the largest targets until smaller ships swooped down and blasted those towers out of existence. Almost immediately, they found themselves in a war between the entirety of the beset Horde air force and a fleet of Coalition ships. It couldn’t have been anyone else.

A new apocalypse had come to the town.

The initial volley missed their warehouse and the ship, but some of them detonated nearby, throwing dust and debris up into the air, starting fires, summoning strokes of lightning, and even ethereal creatures out of nothing to rampage amongst the city.

Mylindria turned and immediately bolted for Serenity’s Kiss.

“Stop her!” Tellessa shouted to him.

“Why should I?”

“They’ll blast any skyship that takes to the air.”

He froze. One part of him really wanted to know how she knew this, but there wasn’t time.

“Mylindria!” he called. “Wait!”

She didn’t. Her little legs took her up the stairs to the ship’s deck. “She’s my ship, Ash!”

“Don’t lift off,” he shouted. “Keep her on the ground.”

She whirled and jabbed a finger at him. “You did this.”

He had an idea that Tellessa did this, actually. “It’s not—”

She grabbed onto the ship’s wheel and took her aloft. He hadn’t seen a lot of skyships take off from below.

Immediately the support struts that expanded out as landing gear retracted automatically, the repulsers lit dramatically from the strain she was attempting to put on them, and they hummed loudly, with the magic juice in them sloshing violently this way and that.

For one brief second, he considered using Telekinesis to ground the ship again. It wouldn’t work, because the spell was very temporary, but also, she was more likely to get away without him slowing her down. He could easily imagine pulling with the spell and locking the ship in place so this new enemy could shoot her down with ease.

He swore, a continuous stream of profanity.

She immediately banked hard to starboard and rose swiftly. Meanwhile, the newcomers rained down death and destruction, targeting skyships in the distance, and also towers.

Watching Mylindria and Serenity’s Kiss dwindle into the distance, he saw her dodge several volleys of fire from above. She was just plowing into a curtain of rising smoke when a smaller squadron of fighter style ships swooped down in pursuit.

Several more explosions shook the city, followed immediately by several more.


34- U-Shape Plus B-Shape

Ash felt the loss as a hollow cavern in the place where his guts ought to be. He tried to tell himself she wasn’t dead, that he hadn’t seen the ship explode. There was no body, so there was no certainty.

He couldn’t make himself believe it, but the facts remained that there weren’t any facts.

There was also no murdering Tellessa in front of her people. She was the guard captain of the city he wanted his parents and his best friend to live in. She was the lynchpin to all the soldiers being here in the first place, and more than half of them having done their jobs despite moving up the timeline unexpectedly.

More of the soldiers and guards had removed their fake slave collars, placed them in strategically important places around the city, and detonated them. Three more had died with no way to know if they’d been killed in the blasts, like the first one probably had, or if they’d been attempting escape. Out of thirty slaves, twenty-one had now detonated their explosive devices and three were dead.

Now four.

Also they were stranded in this city.

Ash turned his wrath on the city guard captain, and stalked over to where Tellessa was tending to the man hit with the green bolt of energy.

“I need to have a word with you,” he seethed.

“Not now,” she told him. “Can’t you see—”

“Last I checked, you don’t have a healing or cleanse ability. Either he dies by poison or I kill him right now so we can speak.”

The fury and disbelief on her face were a balm to his soul right now.

He grabbed one wrist and hauled her over to one unoccupied section of the now empty warehouse roof. Then he took a deep, steadying breath and turned.

“You did this,” he said.

She nodded defiantly. “I did this.”

“Explain.”

“I contacted the Coalition agents in Boulederia and explained our plan. They agreed to assault the city just as soon as our plan got underway.”

“And our ability to leave? This is a city floating hundreds of meters in the air and every skyship that lifts off gets shot down.”

“Obviously the Coalition has guaranteed our safety.”

“Are you insane, or simply stupid?” he roared, and she rocked back away as if he’d just cracked her across the head with his staff. “The Coalition doesn’t give a shit whether you live or die. They only care about burning this city to the ground, starting with the ships and defenses, and going from there. They don’t care about saving you or your people. You’re not Gary. You’re not a person in a position of significant power.”

“But… they promised.”

“And you believed them? Are you that stupid? What incentive do they have to keep any of us alive?”

This clearly hadn’t occurred to her, by the way her eyes went wide. Such a trusting individual.

“My people and your people are now stranded in enemy territory,” he explained, as though he was once again sitting around the table scheming up this plan to begin with. “All your people know to come here. My people are just arriving.”

He nodded, and drew her gaze to where Tinniel and Rachel emerged onto the rooftop, looking bewildered and scared.

“I don’t have time to explain this to them,” he told her. “You’re going to do it.”

“What about you?” she asked.

“I have to figure out some transportation.”

He strapped his wingpack on, engaged the wings, and used Telekinesis to throw himself up in the air.

***

Ash flew into the air at truly eye watering speeds. He felt his cheeks and eye sockets being pulled by the extra gravitational force, until his momentum slowed and he hit that single moment of zero gravity. Then the wings caught air and he swooped off in the direction of the nearest ship.

From up here, the view of the city was one of absolute chaos. Anti-air bolts of magic and projectiles were being launched from dozens of places. Smoke rose from dozens more. Fires raged. The tiny, rice grain sized figures of people dashed this way and that in panic. Skyships swooped down in wide arcs or tight, spraying various colored projectiles this way and that. Some skyships were on fire and careening down toward the city, with one breaking up into a rain of debris before the main bulk of it took out an artillery tower.

Some fire was concentrated on certain places, such as the large central temple, where a purple shield like a soap bubble had expanded outwards and was absorbing a lot of punishment. Within that shield, more anti-air weapons blasted upwards.

This was not his fight. He had hoped that, after this strike, the Coalition might mount some kind of strike like this, but not now. This was like being in the middle of unloading freight when you get the call that three or four semis had just arrived for unloading: all of a sudden your zen flow of work became muddled by a whole lot of shit beyond your control.

Ash made for the smallest ship he could see fitting thirty people onto, something just about the size of Wind Runner.

She was red and purple, with gold trim in places, with a sail divided corner to corner with the ship’s colors, and a conglomeration of five stars arrayed around a gold crown in the center. The repulsers on her were larger and bulkier, meaning she was outfitted for shooting rather than speed, but he’d take what he could get.

If there was a level 5 hero on this—

“Yesss,” he whispered. The captain was only a level 3.

Engaging Replenishing Aura, he splashed into the ship’s main sail and dropped unceremoniously to the deck in a perfect superhero crouch. From there he tried to use Telekinesis to simply blow everything away from him like a shockwave.

Somehow, it worked.

Congratulations! the UI told him. You have unlocked Telekinetic Blast.

Crew members went flying, along with everything that wasn’t battoned down. He hoped that either they had wingpacks of their own, or the Coalition had the money to resurrect them. They weren’t truly his enemies.

“Who are you?” the captain screamed into the wind.

Good, he had a simple backpack strapped on, probably only glider wings. Or maybe a streamlined version of Ash’s own wingpack.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, and used Dragon’s Blood to start giving him Dragonscales and Fireballs. The day he didn’t need them would be a good one, but he seriously doubted today was that day.

“Abandon ship, captain, this vessel is mine,” he called. He wasn’t sure what the man would remember if and when he was resurrected, so he’d rather keep the man securely attached to life on this earth in order to limit the Coalition’s intelligence gathering abilities.

Another surge of anger at Tellessa flared through him, and he employed Telekinesis once more when the captain, in a fit of idiotic bravery, vaulted the rail and employed an ability called Melee Surge and began to blur into motion toward Ash. Before the dragon looking guy could do anything else, he’d been seized by the hand of telekinesis and flung off the deck, into the open air.

Without anyone at the helm, the ship had already begun its descent, which would become a full-on plummet eventually. Ash was there in another few heartbeats, yanking onto the wheel and trying to orient the ship back toward where he thought the warehouse was situated. With the city like this, he could barely—

Someone slammed into him from behind and they both went sprawling. It was one of the soldiers he’d just blasted off the ship. Somehow the bastard had not only had the presence of mind to engage his life preserver, but figure out where his ship was and fly towards it, getting Ash even as he brought the ship about.

That was fine. Dragonscale was added to his abilities list, and since he hadn’t cast Fireball, the icon in his user interface gained an extra orangey-yellow flame aura.

He put on Dragonscale and whipped around to kick the guy in the face, which somehow cracked the man’s head around backwards.

“Whoa,” he said, and would have grabbed up the ship’s wheel again, except for the dozen other sky soldiers hurtling toward him.

Well, now he had no recourse. A simple kick to the head killed the level 5 Sky Sailor. Perhaps it was better this way; he could kill them with impunity. He had to now, because

“Not okay,” he muttered, and Fireballed a group of them. The result was a much larger explosion than before.

Congratulations! the UI said. You have discovered the Fireball Boost ability attached to Dragon’s Blood. With Dragon’s Blood active, if you’re struck and you have yet to cast Fireball, your spell is boosted by 50% area of effect and damage.

He grinned and fired off another spell, taking out three more tightly packed aggressors before any of them got to him.

The ship was going into freefall again. Worse, at least one of the sky sailors was headed off to a truly enormous gunship blasting the devil out of the city below. He definitely did not want that thing’s attention on him.

A sharp punch to the face killed one, and he dodged aside to grab the wingpack of the second. From there it was a simple matter of swinging this guy like a baseball bat into the third.

Then, throwing another Fireball at the next one, he raced back to the ship’s wheel and put her into a steep dive.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,” he yelled, and the words were ripped away by the rushing wind.

The first whooshing blast of magic energy didn’t go unnoticed, though. He pulled to one side and had her turn a tight spiral. Now where in the hell was that ware—

He spotted the flares arrayed in a huge U-shape with a B-shape next to it… or rather, the shape of a gigantic penis.

“Rachel,” he muttered, and couldn’t help but laugh.

An explosion of frosty blue sent slivers of ice toward the ship, and he didn’t have time to turn the ship before thousands of them came hurtling at him. He tried to shield his head as best he could, but the frigid knives hit him for about a quarter of his health, and inflicted slow on him. Already, he felt sluggish, like he needed to spend half his time shivering before he could do any actions at all.

Right away, hoping, he activated Boiling Blood and kept the ship angled towards the warehouse.

Boiling Blood has cured the condition slow. You have unlocked the following effect: While Boiling Blood is in effect, you are immune to the slow condition.

He put Dragonscale on after that, and pulled up on the ship’s wheel to get her out of the dive.

For the first time, he forced his good boi to speak. Waffles had been under orders to stick close to Rachel and Tinniel, and now opened his mouth as if to bark. Instead Ash’s voice came out of the dog’s mouth.

“Get ready to jump onto the ship. I’m not stopping this ship.”

It looked like she was going to be too slow to maneuver that he would crash, but he only skidded off a nearby building, tilted hard to one side, and had a blast take the roof of the building off completely. This one was a fire blast, so he took only half damage, and the skyship came out of things unscathed. The effect of the fire blast from the gunship was to free his new ship from getting hung up on the building, since the building no longer existed. Instead she swung down to port, crashed into the side of their warehouse, and gained a good dozen crew members all in a fraction of a second.

The soldiers who had found their way back to the rallying point were carrying their guard captain, who was screaming and protesting more than she was trying to actually break free of their grip. After all, a level 3 hero should’ve been able to take down the whole lot of them with a series of simple strikes. Though to be fair, a simple strike might just one shot all of them, and she wasn’t about to kill her own people.

Ash immediately reefed on the ship’s wheel, hard, to bring her up and out of harm’s way. He wanted to get speed, and didn’t know if this would work, but tried to use Telekinesis on the back of the ship to push it forward.

This didn’t work, though it didn’t cost him any mana, thankfully. Instead, he batted away several projectiles with his Telekinesis, while watching his mana reserves fall precipitously. He blasted aside a Fireball projectile, which smashed into a nearby building and blew it to flaming pieces. He then batted aside a small boarding craft and watched a half dozen men fly out of it, wings snapping out.

He wouldn’t have mana for much longer, at this rate. The Replenishing Aura helped, since it doubled his normal regeneration rate, but it wasn’t enough if he just cast spell after spell.

“Tinniel!” he screamed. Then, with a sliver of his consciousness, he had Waffles tell her, “Multi-shots with exploding arrows at anything getting near us.”

She nodded, looking fearful, and drew out her bow. Soon enough she’d slammed multiple shots into the next boarding craft, and all of them exploded on contact. The tiny ship, little more than a rowboat with a pair of repulsers, veered away and crashed into yet another building.

She next took aim at a swarm of men with wingpacks, and downed three of the next half dozen with the one shot, and one of the remaining three afterwards. One of the final two ended up with a dagger in the chest, and the last one ended up swarmed by Tellessa’s people.

Ash slammed the wheel to another side and had another blue white blast rake down the side of the ship. Instantly, a thick coating of ice sprang into being. Unfortunately this had the effect of slowing the ship, because ice was so fucking heavy.

Fortunately, however, they were nearly free of the city.

He didn’t wait to clear the edge before wedging his feet into the stirrups at the helm and heading into a steep dive. Everyone fell to the deck and began sliding up towards the aft castle, screaming at him, all save Tinniel. She fluttered up next to him, laughing.

“This is fun!” She said, flapping to keep pace.

“You’re going to this it’s less fun if one of those boarding parties catches us.”

She turned and snapped off an exploding-plus-multi shot at the next boarding party, blasting the ship so it smashed right into the other one. The first rowboat-sized skyship had its crew sheared off, while the second had its repulsers removed. Both went down.

“See? Fun!”

He pulled out of the dive at what he hoped was the last second, and also used a Telekinesis to blast apart the top of a guard tower so the ship wouldn’t run aground and pitch them all off the city, thousands of feet to their deaths. Two more blasts from the Coalition gunship passed within meters of the ship, exploding into a chain lightning mess among the city’s walls, and the other creating a handful of shadow monsters that started ripping to shreds anyone they found nearby.

A second later she soared past the city wall, and free of the city. A huge expanse of the world stretched out below them, hundreds of meters below, and this time he really took her into a dive. Tinniel grabbed hold of him under one arm and whooped the whole way.


35- Faerie Duster

It took the Coalition ships three more boarding parties and a light gunship to realize they needed to stop messing with his ship. He used Telekinesis to really shove the hell out of the light gunship and nearly send it into a nose dive it couldn’t recover from. In the meantime Tinniel loved her low mana arrows combined with his mana recovery aura. And they both loved the protection Rachel granted for anyone lucky enough to get on board the ship.

It was still a good hour’s flight back to Boulederia. On the way out to the Horde they’d taken a long, looping route to make it look as though they hadn’t come from Boulederia. Now that he was in charge, he didn’t give a shit.

For that hour, he put Tellessa’s hands on the ship’s wheel, gave her strict instructions not to move a muscle unless they were under attack, and took both Tinniel and Rachel below decks for a powwow.

“First of all, how are you two doing?”

Tinniel’s blush meant a lot to him: one, they’d been fooling around. Two, Rachel had convinced her that sex not only felt good, but was something she could do without endangering her mortal soul. Three, she was still too uptight and grounded in her own heavy baggage from the before times to take into his harem. Still, she might be okay with a little fling once.

It was Rachel who answered. “We’re okay.”

“You did the other part of the mission that I asked you to do?” He knew the answer to this question already, since Waffles had been with them the whole time. He’d used Telekinesis through his familiar more than once to help them hit that objective.

Rachel nodded.

“Then you hunkered down,” he said.

Tinniel tried to answer this one. “We were pretty far away when the first explosion hit, which was why it took us so long to—”

“You can say you were both naked and doing stuff,” he said. “I don’t mind.”

Tinniel opened her mouth to protest, but Rachel beat her to it.

“I had my tongue so far up in her she thought I was poking at her lungs,” she breathed, then laughed it off. “She jumped and nearly ripped my head off when the first explosion hit—”

Tinniel’s “Hey!” was filled with equal parts pure terror and fiery indignation, like he had no right to know how far up in her Rachel had her big, rough felinian tongue.

“Clamped her legs on my head and almost popped it like a grape—”

“Would you stop it!” Tinniel cried.

“Oh, hush,” Rachel said, then bent down and licked her on the nose. “You were screaming my name.”

“He’s. Right. Here.” Tinniel insisted.

“I know, hon,” she replied. “And I can promise that working together we’ll rock your world better than I can alone.”

Tinniel looked like she might pop at any moment. She squeaked, a hair-raising peep sound that caused Rachel to chuckle all the more.

“I’m glad you’re both okay,” he said, and gave Rachel a warm hug. She, the perv she was, slid two hands down between them and rubbed at his cock. He, the perv that he was, started to react to this treatment immediately. She knew what she was doing.

“Slave missed Master’s cock,” she whispered, and hunched her body against his abdomen and her own hands. He hadn’t even done anything, unless you counted commandeering a skyship and flying it down to rescue them, then deflecting several blasts from gunships to ensure they could leave the city safely. Yes, he decided he did deserve a little fun after some overwhelmingly heroic acts.

Tinniel was staring. He said, “If you prefer, I won’t.”

“I… I can’t really, you know, tell you to stop,” she mumbled, clearly uncomfortable but also gathering up her courage. “I get it, you know. You did save our lives, which was… wow. That flying you did, it was amazing. And, well, she’s been talking about you nonstop. She clearly wants you. I’ll go.”

“You don’t have to,” Rachel said. She was already on her knees and working at the catch to his pants. Somehow, the skin tight bodysuit she normally wore was already unzipped and peeled away, revealing her gorgeous breasts.

“She wants us both,” Ash said, with an apologetic shrug, as Rachel hauled out his half-hard cock and cooed over it.

He had a gorgeous, cock hungry felinian on her knees and a troubled, horny fey just behind him, figuring out what she wanted where probably either choice would lead to regrets and guilt. He grinned to himself over that, hoping he didn’t ruin some girl’s mind with his libido.

“Go on,” he told Rachel. “Show her how much you can get in your mouth, slave.”

Rachel hummed around him and started going at it. Her mouth felt so nice, like sinking into a comfortable armchair. He leaned his head back, let his eyes close, and just enjoyed the feeling of her head bobbing, and her fingertips tickling at his balls.

“Mmm,” he told her. “Good girl.”

He felt more than heard Tinniel, the air she displaced flying over next to Rachel and alighting silently on the floor. But soon there was a little hand wrapped around the girth of him.

“I’m not… this isn’t…”

He just groaned loudly. Finally. Finally, she was going to join him. Even just once was enough. The very idea of finally having her made him that much harder.

“I’m just doing this as a thank you,” she mumbled, and he saw her staring at it in wonder and a little fear. To be fair, it seemed enormous compared to the little fey with the brown and orange hair, like it would blot out her whole face if she got directly beneath him.

“You can admit that you want this thing stuffed up inside you,” Rachel said, then took it into her mouth and bobbed several more times with Tinniel’s wide eyes staring.

“It’ll never fit,” she breathed, just barely audible in the rush of wind caused by the ship’s flight. “There’s no way.”

“You can just lick it,” she told the fey, then sucked the head back into her talented mouth, grinning around it when Tinniel finally approached, and touched her tongue against it like a new and exotic food she was just barely able to force herself to try. She licked the shaft once, then twice, and when Rachel pointed it at her, she opened wide and tried her best. She could barely get the head in before pulling back, gasping.

“It hurts my jaw,” she whined, and turned apologetic eyes up to him.

“You look so good just trying,” he told her. “A guy likes to feel enormous.”

This bolstered her confidence. She leaned forwards and started licking everything in sight. She got one of his balls on her tongue and popped it into her mouth while he watched, and while Rachel continued to suck. Later, she tried again, but again ended up gasping and staring up at him.

It was the look on her face that did it.

“Get on up here,” he told her, and helped her to her feet. In one quick motion, he boosted her up in his arms. First he got her nipples under his tongue and loved her squirming and moaning. Soon though he boosted her up, cupping her ass and bringing her pussy directly up to his face.

She tried pushing against his forehead, couldn’t seem to stop him, and soon melted down once he got his tongue on her clit. After that, she took in a sharp breath when he pushed it as far as he could up into her tight channel.

She was delicious. There was no other way to describe whatever fairly dust or cotton candy juices were running through her veins, but once he started in on her, he literally couldn’t stop. This taste overrode higher order thinking in a way that had never happened before.

He got one deep thrust of the tongue and then all other sensation vanished. There was only Tinniel and her magic pussy. Nothing else remotely compared, and a distant part of himself, that was still in control, wondered if he would ever be able to stop. Time stopped having any meaning, and he became nothing more than a tongue, experiencing the best thing he’d ever tasted, again and again.

He started lapping like a dog, going all the way up to her clit and swirling around before starting over.

He was only maybe five or ten or six hundred minutes into holding her up like this when she cried out and dumped even more magic juices all over his face. Her orgasm came on suddenly, and it came on strong. She shuddered, full body, and would’ve fallen over backward if he hadn’t caught her. She literally passed out, and the moment that happened, he realized Rachel was still there. Still sucking his cock like her life depended on it.

“S-stop,” he told her, and lowered Tinniel to the bed in the captain’s quarters. Amazingly, his arms were sore from holding her in the same position for gods knew how long.

It didn’t matter how long it had been. He was staring down at the naked body of this post-orgasmic cute fey, enjoying the dreamy smile on her face, and moments away from popping off in Rachel’s mouth.

Rachel was soon there, licking any of Tinniel’s love juices that remained on his face and whispering about how she was so glad to share the with him, weren’t they amazing? She had no idea how long she’d been eating out Tinniel just the day before. Wasn’t it awesome?

He couldn’t take more; he spun Rachel around and bent her over at the waist without a word, then lined up and used her tail to pull her back to him, impaling her on his full length in a single stroke.

“Ohhhh gods,” she groaned. Her silky insides twitched and squeezed, and she looked over her shoulder at him, grinning. “I like it when Master loses control.”

“You’re… going to have to wait,” he grunted. Mission accomplished, he slid out of Rachel and placed the head against Tinniel’s abdomen. She was staring at it like it was a shark about to bite her. “It’s going to be fine.”

“I… believe you,” she told him.

He pressed the head against her opening and that familiar feeling of awesomeness spread through him again. Fey were magical, capable of creating faerie dust, so it stood to reason that at their very core, they created and secreted magic.

That feeling made him press harder without a care for how Tinniel might handle it. He needed to be fully sheathed inside this amazing nest. Needed it more than anything. Needed to mingle his own juices in with hers. There was nothing else aside from his dick and this incredible feeling soaring through him, taking away all pain, all care, all worry.

He wanted to bottle this stuff and bathe in it.

Distantly he heard the cries of his partner, and looked down to find her, mouth slack, drooling, grunting and moaning loudly with each thrust. Somehow she could take him. This reality filled him with joy, the kind of pure awe and wonder that made him feel like a child trying ice cream for the first time.

Her breasts bounced backward and forward with his every thrust, but in time he picked her up off the captain’s bed and sat down.

“Now,” he said dreamily, “you ride me.”

She stared at him in confusion, so he lifted her hips and slid her up the length of him, like a sex toy, before pushing her hips back down. The pure nirvana that accompanied this caused him to make a sound only an old man might make, but he couldn’t help it.

Tinniel got the picture, and now he could rest on his elbows and watch as faerie dust continued to sprinkle down off her like she was snowing. Patches of that sparkling glow began to erupt out of her cheeks and in her chest, while in the meantime he ran his hands all over her supple body.

It was only later that he would learn Rachel was right there, lapping up all the juices off him and her, every time she rose up, her broad tongue licked at the magic she used to coat his cock.

The magic in her took him to heaven. He had no idea it could be like this. His mouth hung slack and he could barely move a muscle, drinking her in with every one of his senses.

In the meantime she rose and fell, rose and fell. Some minutes later she came again, now with her face and neck, the center of her chest and both breasts glittering. Oh, and her womb was also a disco ball inside her, glittering and sparkling. Ash wanted to erupt too, but another part of him wanted this feeling to continue until he died. He didn’t know, but Rachel’s presence and her tongue work helped him stave off the strongest of Tinniel’s effects on him, since she was getting a lot of it.

It felt like just a few minutes, but it could’ve been a full hour, when Tinniel started to shiver and shake again. Most of her body was glowing. She had her dainty hands on his chest as she impaled herself on him over and again. Her face was alternately slack with incomprehension, and screwed up tight with exertion.

He couldn’t take more. He wanted to, but might have actually died. His body did the work for him, getting up and swinging her back onto the bed, where he could finish off inside her with a series of quick, deep strokes. He roared out, not hearing himself, and tried to get all of himself inside her. Fortunately for him, only his seed made it.

Afterwards Rachel had to clean the fey off with her tongue, for an extended period of time, while both of them lay panting and staring at the ceiling of the captain’s quarters.

“Oh…” Tinniel said. “Gods…” She got up on an elbow, disregarding the felinian with the swishing tail and bent down to kiss Ash. “I don’t know what you did, but… wow.”

“I don’t know either,” he admitted, and gave her a dopey fucking grin. He hoped he hadn’t made a terrible mistake by doing her bareback or dumping what felt like a week’s worth of seed inside her, but for some reason he couldn’t bring himself to care that much. Sure, unplanned pregnancy wasn’t ideal given what he had to do, but the faerie dust itself was mucking with his emotions, and he just couldn’t give much of a shit. Instead he floated above all cares. When he brought his hands up in front of his face, he saw that they were sparkling, just a tiny bit.

In the immediate aftermath he gazed in wonder at the little fey, and enjoyed the aftershocks Rachel was sending through him. Soon enough, the call came out: they were over Boulederia and would soon be landing.


36- Skilled and Knowledgable Advisors

The naga eyed Ash as he strode up the stairs to the aft castle some time after finishing with a rousing after sex session with Rachel. Tellessa did not appear pleased, and perhaps due to the faerie dust, he simply couldn’t dredge up enough fucks to care even a little.

“Fraternizing on the job?” she asked.

He grinned. “Jealous?”

The affront and surprise on her face were both priceless, and he would treasure the expression for some time to come.

“We’re going to be setting down soon,” she said. “I will make my report to the city lord.”

“Will you,” he said, in a tone that let her know it was not at all a question.

“Of course I will. And he will certainly resurrect all of my men as a reward for their service and mine in the line of duty and in the face of extreme danger.”

“And me?” he asked.

“You will be given land and titles, surely.”

He doubted she would see it that way, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he let the silence linger as Boulederia grew larger, then massive below them, and the dock master’s craft rose out to meet them. He stared for several extra seconds at the city, the high spires and intricate carvings on all the buildings, and considered how his plan had been undermined by the woman next to him.

“We haven’t discussed your betrayal yet,” he said lightly.

A long, awkward pause happened, during which Ash wondered exactly might be going through her head.

By the time she’d swung her sword at him with an activated ability, had had Dragon’s Blood and Boiling Blood active. She not only took a good quarter of her own health in damage from striking him, but she gave him Dragonscale and enhanced his Fireball. He, by contrast, took just under ten percent of his health.

Dragonscale went on next, and he snarled at her. “What the fuck do you think is about to happen here?” he asked, and grabbed onto one wrist, crushing it with his superior stats. He dealt her a good twenty percent of her own health in return. “Now shut up and listen to me.”

She cried out and dropped her sword, then weakly held up a hand to keep her saboteurs from committing suicide by trying to take him on.

“I am going to walk into Gary’s palace with you,” he told her quietly. “I’m going to watch you give your report, and you are going to act quite surprised to learn that the mission he gave me was nothing like what we just did. Then, I’m going to threaten his life, and you will do nothing to stop me.”

She sucked in a sharp breath.

“If you attempt to stop me, I’ll kill you without a second thought. You already cost me Mylindria, and you nearly cost me Rachel and Tinniel as well. Nod if you understand me.”

She did just that.

“Because if you swing a sword at me ever again, I’ll take your head clean off. Then I’ll head down to the hospital where you’re being resurrected and I’ll kill you again. Slowly the second time, and even more slowly the third time. You got that?”

Tears in her eyes, clenching her teeth through the pain, she nodded.

“If there’s a single hiccup in this plan,” he told her, “you die first. Then the rest of your men die.”

“You’re… going to… take the city?” He could see the terror in her eyes: the idea that she would die with him as city lord, and never be resurrected, just for the futile effort of attempting to attack him this one time.

He stared at her, and released her wrist. He handed her a health potion, and only seconds after he had a sip, her wrist had healed itself up.

The ship docked at this point, and they headed down a ramp that had been wheeled in, he walking and she slithering. They had landed on the military skyport, the soldiers and guards having signaled the ground ‘defenses’ that they were friendly and not enemies.

“And if I did? What would happen if I took this city?”

“You would need knowledgable advisors,” she said.

They entered the skyport, which was only level two, and could barely field any sky defenses. The building looked like a hangar, with several large lily pad like platforms on top, stuck out at odd angles. The hangar part held the manufactory, but wasn’t large or complex enough to handle more than flying longboats. Even this ship had a seriously difficult time touching down without immediately falling off. The pilot had made the landing a very slow one.

“I assume you would consider yourself a skilled and knowledgable advisor?”

“I would... do anything… to help keep my city safe.” He heard either alarm bells or the chimes of opportunity, though he didn’t care one way or the other which this was. He needed a safe city under the watchful eye of most likely Jezebel, possibly Queen Jezebel and King Lucifer. It had something of a ring to it. He considered handing the position over to his parents, though they certainly didn’t deserve the honor, and he couldn’t be sure if they would do a better job than Gary’s colossal fuck up.

They walked in silence, heading down a spiral staircase with acres of her tail trailing behind, until she directed him into a sort of lounge, complete with bunkbeds, comfy furniture, and a small kitchen where servants could prepare tea, coffee or meals. She immediately cocked a thumb and kicked the pilots, builders, and other hangers-on out.

When he didn’t respond, she went on, still under the impression he might take the job, kill her, and stick her into a limbo of nonexistence forever. “If you gave the position over to someone capable—”

“You?”

She shook her head. “Someone you trusted. You have already mentioned you needed to get back to your other girls. If you gave leadership to someone of good moral standing, someone we both approved of, I could…”

He batted his eyelashes.

“I could give you free use of my body for whatever… desires you might have.”

He cocked an eyebrow and smiled lightly at her. She looked good. All these fantasy women looked incredible. She was slender, the high cheekbones and heart-shaped face were cute and a little alluring, and he was interested in seeing the rest of her.

“Sexual desires,” she explained needlessly, then rushed on. “I know you have something of a reputation as a ladies man. You seduced that bar wench and gave her a ship. Don’t think I haven’t heard or seen you two enjoying one another. You’ve consorted with the felinian and the fey as well, I’m certain of it.”

“Are you?”

“You don’t know how loud the three of you were.” She was blushing, and her eyes had that telltale fog of arousal. “I would be lying if I said the thought didn’t interest me. And I have seen you eyeing me. You may be a thickly muscled brute, but I confess to being curious.”

“The fact remains: you basically made Mylindria’s death happen.”

She sighed. “I’m… sorry. I was approached by the representatives of the Coalition, and… what?”

“One more time, but without the lie.”

Her face fell. “I went to them.”

“And.”

“And I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I thought they would honor their bargain… I…” She seemed at a loss for words now, and instead started glancing around. “We could, right now I could…” She worked off the bracers and started working at the catch of one pauldron, then the other. The reveal, her toned body in sweat-soaked underclothes beneath her chainmail and leather, was slow enough to be awkward, and he enjoyed her expression of confusion, guilt, and a bit of arousal. He stopped her when her belly button came into view, where snake scales gave way to smooth, unblemished skin.

“Fine. It’s done. I’m not happy about it, but there’s no way to undo it.” He went on to explain the most likely outcome of all this was a strong Coalition that would take their time devastating the Horde, though what that could mean for Boulederia there was no way of knowing. Hopefully the armada out of the Coalition would lose some ships in the fight and limp home, giving this city the time it needed to upgrade walls, towers, guards, and defensive ships.

Tellessa sighed, perhaps as much from the notion he wasn’t going to kill her as the idea that he wasn’t going to make a play to become City Lord. “If only there was that much gold.”

“Would you like to be let in on a secret?” he asked.

She arched an eyebrow, and her mouth fell open. “Wait… you have the gold somehow?”

“If you do me a special service, I can tell you.”

“How much?” She gushed. “If there’s any more than a thousand, I’ll do whatever you ask. You won’t even have to tell me how. Wait…” She got lost in thought, then whipped her undershirt off. Suddenly she appeared much more like a predator, with those eyes of hers and that long, long tongue.

“How much?” she demanded.

“Ten thousand,” he told her.

Which was how, less than a minute later, she lay on the bed, on her back, head hanging off and black green hair brushing the floor. He stood over her, surveying the sight of her hands cupping her tits and snake tail writhing back and forth.

She was well formed; he knew that already. She had those enormous nipples, both in diameter and in length, so large she could barely cover them with her hands. They stuck out thick and long, engorged with blood and visible between her fingers.

“Tap my leg if it’s too much. I don’t want to choke you.”

“You won’t…” she trailed off as he sprang free of his pants. Her eyes roved over the sight of him in his full glory, already hard. Instead of speaking, she just opened her mouth and snaked that incredible tongue out.

In this position, with her upside down and him pressing in and down, she had zero control over the situation. Her whole body stretched out below him, and he eased the head into her eager mouth. She was already panting at the thought, squeezing her breasts and pinching her own nipples, and he watched in delight as her throat swelled. He pushed further, and encountered less resistance than he imagined. Her throat continued to bulge out.

The feeling was incredible. At first he imagined he was inside Rachel, until her tongue moved around the top and looped around him once, then twice.

She moaned and humped the air while he violated her throat again and again. It was no trouble to rest his balls on her face, and even stranger to have her engulf them too. Her chin bumped against his abs, but then it spread to either side, her jaw unhinging and spreading.

Now he leaned forwards and began slowly fucking her throat, long strokes that made the most deliciously wicked sounds. Rachel would be pissed off at him for not killing her, for accepting her deal, but sometimes he thought with his dick. Right now was one of those times. It wasn’t a bad thing. At this moment it was a great thing. He couldn’t help the grunting and moaning coming out, until she stopped the throatfucking.

She grabbed onto the base of him at one point and sucked in a long breath.

“You’re okay?” he asked, then nearly laughed. She still had a mouth full of him, and couldn’t possibly speak.

“Mmmhmm,” she affirmed, and pressed her hands against a place on her snake tail. Soon she was moaning along with him.

“Good,” he said, “because I’m going to really give it to you now.”

She held on tight through the pummeling now, only lashing his shaft with her incredible tongue occasionally. The urge to climax rose, and rose, while he tweaked her nipples and reveled in the weird feeling of her unhinged jaw accepting his entire size and girth.

He wanted to fill her stomach, but he held back. She needed reminding of what she’d done, and what that meant. He continued pumping, even when she ran short of breath, and started pushing on his thighs. He didn’t stop when she slapped at his hip and tried to shift back on the bed. No, he counted the seconds: five, ten, twenty, and finally thirty. Tears leaked from her eyes.

When Tellessa finally started to convulsed, he pulled free and gave her everything he had stored up. The first shot went into her closed eye, and a little in her nose. The next shots coated her face, and he moved onto her neck, and finally those unique boobs of hers.

She hacked and coughed for a while after he was finished giving her a glaze, running her fingers over his gift and staring at it.

“There’s so much,” she breathed.

“Thank you,” he said.

“I came just from how much there was.”

He wasn’t sure he wanted her to be rewarded for what she’d done, but he wasn’t about to go down that road.

“I nearly passed out.”

Again, he had nothing to say to this. She deserved at least the scare of it. Hell, given the resurrection rules here, he could’ve flat out choked her to death. The thought didn’t get him revved up though. Some discomfort was all well and good. Getting her to learn her lesson or think about what she’d done had a dark appeal that had helped put him over the edge.

“You could have… down my throat.” She continued to marvel. “It would’ve been a whole meal.”

A protein shake maybe.

“You need to wear some of that,” he told her. “Get dressed. “I want your shirt sticking to you, to remind you of what’s happening.”

She did as told, massaging it into her breasts and making them glisten. She also, when she thought he wasn’t looking, snuck her tongue out and tasted it. The rest she smoothed onto her shoulders and stomach, looking to him for approval. He nodded, and watched her dress. Sure it wouldn’t change the feeling much, since her undershirt was already soaked with sweat, but he would know.

“I have no interest in taking this city,” he told her, and watched her flinch and stare at him. He could see the wheels turning: he had just violated her throat for something like ten minutes, and only came out with this news now? She’d coated herself in his spunk, for the sake of the gods.

“I am prepared, however, to give it to someone who might be able to fix it. ”

Someone who would spend the ten thousand gold on making the city into a place not to be trifled with.

***

No less than two dozen guards escorted him from the landing zone and through the lord’s manor to his throne room. They picked up more and more soldiers and guards along the way, until he was surrounded by no less than fifty of them.

Fifty City Guards, Level 1.

The Venerable Lord Gary was up out of his throne, and he was livid. He was also, once more, naked, just nothing but a large mass of cloud substance with a perfectly formed physique and no genitalia. Ash had both zero inclination to look and a complete inability to look anywhere else.

Gary didn’t even wait to try and force Ash to bow, but instead pointed an accusing finger and started making threats.

“I must admit to being greatly disappointed in you, guard captain. You were gifted this position because of what I believed was your unwavering loyalty to this city.”

Tellessa was already flat on her face in a bow so supplicating he was surprised she didn’t sink through the floor or melt into a puddle of obedience.

“Have you anything to say for yourself, young Guard Captain Tellessa, daughter of Errechus and Delphinae?”

“I… I thought weakening the Horde and distracting the Coalition…” she trailed off. “I beg your mercy, Lord Gary.”

“No doubt I will be required to remand you to the dungeons, where you will be slowly bled dry of your hit points until near death, and allowed to heal, only to suffer this punishment over and again. For forty days and forty nights you will suffer, and I do hope, for your sake, that you do not expire during this time. I should think that a resurrection is too good for the likes of one such as you.”

He seemed to register Ash’s presence for the first time.

“And you!” he shrieked. “You were tasked with getting additional gold from a mine, establishing a small mining camp, and turning it into a town that could help offset our gold problem! Instead… Instead I hear you convinced one of our guard captains to give you people and supplies, and you went gallivanting off to attack a Horde stronghold! She will be punished, oh yes. She will be starved in the dungeon, tortured for days, executed, and brought back to life so we can do it all over again.”

“Are you finished?” he called, and heard the naga beside him gasp in horror.

Gary flinched as if he’d been struck, and behind him, Mr. Hooters the avian with the head of an owl was apoplectic. “Lord Gary will have you executed for treason, whatever your name is. You’ll sit in my infirmary in eternal agony, and you’ll never be resurrected.”

Gary looked to be in the midst of a dilemma: continue to try and appear tough and badass, and shut Mr. Hooters up before his mouth went around getting them both into trouble.

He whirled on Mr. Hooters, but the owl man continued spouting furious obscenities at Ash, Tinniel and Rachel. He told them all about how he was going to have their fingernails ripped off, followed by their fingers, followed by—

“Now,” he told the girls.


37- Over Nine Thousand

The first thing that happened was a Telekinetic Blast went out, flattening everyone in the room except for the girls, who had held onto his legs. Mr. Hooters was sent tumbling, and Lord Gary puffed out of existence.

For just a moment, Ash wondered if that was it, if he’d killed the son of a bitch in a single low powered attack. His luck was good, but it wasn’t that good.

Was it?

“No, of course not,” he told no one but himself.

Then the cloud substance that made up Gary’s body reformed around his weird sexless adonis body, Rachel vanished, and Tinniel started firing arrows higgledy piggledy around the room.

Ash had grown angry. “Now tell me again what’s about to happen to me?” He stomped up towards the dais, putting on his aura, followed by Boiling Blood and Dragon’s Blood. Tinniel stuck with him, firing arrows just as he’d shown her, moving clockwise about two or three hours each time. Always Multi-Shot, along with whatever else she wanted: Power Shot, or Exploding Shot, though with the number of enemies they were looking at, Piercing Shot and Rebounding Shot were both excellent choices. All she had to do was shoot until she ran low on mana, then use Multi-Shot exclusively any time she got the mana back from his aura.

The last few days hadn’t just given her the courage or the practice. She’d grown in confidence as well. She’d broadened her horizons and become a lot more than she’d been at the start. He liked to think the sex was a catalyst, but that was egotistical wishful thinking.

And maybe true.

As for Ash, he kept his back to Tinniel and lit the place up with Fireballs, moving in a slow circle.

The soldiers and guards died by the droves. They fell, or were blasted backwards, or danced while on fire. The lucky ones were just vaporized.

These poor, unfortunate souls hadn’t been upgraded by Gary at all. He had invested all of his civilization game currency into the homes and farms of the people of the city, making everything the pinnacle of wealth, and these poor saps only gave Ash 2 xp each. Still, all fifty of them were charcoal briquettes in no time, whether they’d died by the fire or the arrow.

The whole thing had taken no more than twenty seconds.

Tellessa got up off her belly and peered around, while Ash and Tinniel turned to face Gary.

“Let’s try this again,” he said. “You’re going to what exactly?”

“You can’t do this!” he stammered. “I’m the city lord. There is no attack on my person. It’s… it’s impossible.”

It was against the rules of this place, maybe. As a civilization city manager, your job was to look down at the city, gather armies, send them against other cities, and maybe if things went south real bad, watch as the enemy city folk razed your city and made off with your resources. But you could always rebuild. Nobody flew up to your vantage point in heaven or wherever and poked you while you were directing peons to fix up the wall. This was utterly inconceivable to him.

He soared across the room and blasted Ash in the face with a punch full of lightning.

Now, Ash had expected a few things. One, he had expected the man to crumple like a paper sack, and bawl his eyes out while begging for forgiveness.

He had also expected Exemplary, Venerable, Amazingful, Brumbignacious City Lord Gary to be incredibly powerful. As if Venerable Lord Gary was level 10 and could crush him like a flea. Ash privately feared he would have his soul sent hurtling out of his body, dead in a single strike. This lightning-infused attack, by all measures, sure looked strong.

Instead he took no damage. None.

“What is… what is this?” Gary croaked. It was lacking all the previous thunder. “What is happening? This makes no sense.”

Slam, Slam, Slam went Gary’s fist against Ash’s face. Electricity crackled and sparked. He didn’t feel so much as a tap. Instead, Gary slowly came to the realization that he was going to be completely unsuccessful, that he wasn’t going to destroy Ash as intended.

“I’m going to let you in a little secret,” Ash said, and palmed the spork behind his back. Of all the things he definitely did not want, it was Gary knowing about this fragile piece of plastic that had so far proven so important to him. It had given him access to Tinniel, access to Mylindria… and both of them were wonderful. He didn’t know what he’d have done without the information both of them had provided on this little quest.

Without it, he was just a hero, like a knight on a chess board in this game system. He’d have his own mind for enough time as it took to attempt to leave, maybe succeed or not, and then become whatever a Sorcerer meant here, or whatever a Sorcerer Bard meant in the game system he’d left. Neither of those were acceptable, because they weren’t Ash.

He hated to need this tiny, flimsy piece of plastic, but it was the reason he wasn’t just doomed to perform every action Gary commanded of him. It was the reason he could convince a guard captain to do anything the City Lord hadn’t expressly commanded.

Gary moaned in realization as the truth of the situation began to creep into his mind. Ash could see it in the widening of the eyes and the slackening of the mouth.

“Oh,” he said. “Ohhhh no.”

“Oh yes,” Ash said.

“What… have I done?”

“You can either abdicate, or hope that you’ll be resurrected,” Ash told him. “I’m beyond the rules of this game.” This wasn’t exactly true, but he didn’t need to know that. Overwhelming numbers would work… eventually. After a time, mana drain would become a problem, and he couldn’t take zero damage forever. Eventually they would chip away at him. They could take him down. It wasn’t impossible.

Gary now sounded wretched. “It was… just a game.”

“No,” he said. “You were playing with people’s lives.”

“I… didn’t know.”

But this wasn’t entirely true. At first, he’d known. Everybody was themselves at first, and then the system got in your head and transformed you. You were just an NPC doing the work assigned, selling off your wares, pointing out quests for the PCs, or you were a PC, hoping to grind out more xp and gain more levels.

“They wanted… they wanted their homes back,” Gary whispered. “Big, lavish homes. They didn’t care about the defenses. They didn’t care who got turned into peons.”

In Gary’s case, in those first few days and weeks, he had been trying to survive after the disastrous first few weeks’ worth of choices. Then the megalomania had come into play and the old Gary had been blotted out, and the two empires had started in coalescing, attacking one another, and they figured out that they could both extort Gary’s weak little nothing town.

But at the beginning?

“I told them I would rotate out, and everyone would have a turn hauling gold and cutting trees.”

“But you forgot,” Ash said, and a numb, blank-faced Gary nodded.

He took the cloud man by the shoulders, feeling… very strange. Gary’s body had substance, but it wasn’t at all like the corporeal body he was in, or any of the girls’ bodies he’d been touching lately. It was cool, and only felt solid when he pressed in some eight or ten centimeters. Gary’s body bunched inwards and he shrank down, looking like thin fog.

“The Horde is on the ropes,” he explained, “because of what we did. The Coalition could be thankful, send emissaries saying you’re inducted into their ranks, or they may use their newfound power to try and squeeze every last ounce of gold out of you.”

“Oh.”

“Abdicate,” Ash said. “Give up the throne and I’ll help repel them.”

“I have one condition.” Gary held up one cloud finger to drive home this very difficult to understand idea. “Two conditions, actually.”

“You might as well make it three,” Ash said levelly.

Gary plowed on as though this wry jab wasn’t even made, going back to one finger for the moment. “When the new city lord is chosen, I will not be made a peon.” The second finger rose. “Secondly, I will not be summarily executed time and again once the new city lord is chosen.”

Ash had expected him not to step down. Knowing the rules of civilization builders, it was theoretically impossible to just give up playing the game. If a player stopped playing, the city just stopped existing. This was a good reminder that not everything was exactly the way it had once been in various systems. The other land he’d been in wasn’t Spellcraft, the MMORPG, nor was it GemHeart the CCG app he’d played on his phone. It wasn’t even a perfect blend of either of those things, since PCs were becoming NPCs and vice versa. Meaning that if Gary wanted to step down and let somebody else be lord of the damn city, he could do it.

How much influence the spork had over this, he couldn’t rightly say, but it felt like the answer was a lot. Like in big, call caps bold letters: A LOT.

A hell of a deal for something with a durability of 1.

Ash pretended to consider this. He didn’t care about whether or not the deal was upheld, given that he wasn’t going to stick around here. He wanted his Bard abilities back, and he wanted his vastly higher attributes and skills than most other people.

First, of course, there was making sure everybody here was safe so that Lucy, Jezebel, Damien, and his parents would be protected.

A short, top list of other things he wanted: to see how high he could push his Diamonds and Lucky, to see how many girls he could get to be involved with Ashley, Evie and himself at the same time, and eventually, to get into a battle where his aura bonus multiplied by all his allies he’d slept with. After that: he wanted to keep taming Netsu, and a dark part of him wanted to see if Mizu would join in with her own twin sister.

“If not, then I won’t—” the cloud man said, but Ash held up a finger. Apparently he’d been ruminating for too long.

“I agree,” he said. “However, I won’t be taking over the running of this city. It holds no interest for me. I have a lot of other adventures to go on, and I won’t be tied down to a single location.”

Gary stared at him, puzzled. “Who then—”

“I’m going to recommend Tinniel,” he said, and the fey girl behind him gasped. “If she doesn’t want to continue with my adventuring party of debauchery, I think this is as good a place as any.”

She flew out in front of his face from where she’d been behind him. “What are you doing?”

“I thought you didn’t want to be with us.”

“But I… this isn’t… there’s not… I don’t…” She took a deep breath now. “But what if I don’t know what I want? What if I don’t want this? What if I can’t find anyone who treats me right and helps me level up and gives me what I need when I need it?”

“What you talking about?” he asked. “You’re going to be in charge of the whole town. And if you don’t want to have Mr. Hooters here advising you, you take whoever is most qualified, or the person who disagrees with you the most—”

“That’s not what I meant!” she cried. She was already tearing up, which confused him greatly. “Ash, listen, I… I like you.”

“Oh?”

“I mean I really like you. It’s… complicated but being with you has been great. And I know, you know, without the spork, I can’t be me anymore. I’ll slowly become City Lord Tinniel, and probably be way worse than this idiot.”

“This idiot is indeed standing right beside you, and still commands the city,” Gary protested quietly.

“Shut it,” she said, and turned back to Ash. “I think… I’m pretty sure… I want to go with you. If you, if you want to have me.”

“Of course I want to have you. I’d be an idiot not to have a gorgeous and fun fey ranger and scout with me.” Who’s a great ranged attacker with a variety of versatile abilities and decent DPS, he didn’t add. “You can come back here and be a celebrated hero any time you like. We can probably ask Jezebel to be the city lord instead. She’ll be here in just a moment.”

He knew this because Waffles was currently on assignment. The best doggo was presently leading Jezebel back to the city lord’s citadel, the massive structure in the center of the city, opposite the temple, the only place with defensive measures above level 2. Although she’d been puzzled as to the appearance of his best boy, Waffles had quickly convinced her to leave the tavern where they were presently staying. Lucifer had Damien on his shoulders behind her, happily swearing away.

“I doubt she’ll say no,” Ash said. However, she was a social media personality and influencer in her real earth life, a craftsperson with incredible charisma and sexual magnetism who might not want to have a significant portion of the city angry with her at any given time. Oh, well, sh’d be okay with it.

***

“Absolutely fucking not,” she hissed. It wasn’t even a hushed whisper. Behind her, Lucifer gave him a dead-eyed stare.

“Ucking!” Damien burbled, and laughed as soon as his father started tickling him.

“I have to stop fucking doing that,” she grumbled, before laughing ruefully. “We need a fucking swear jar.”

“I don’t see why not,” he said. “You played CivCEO when you first started dating Lucy. As I recall, you were pretty good at it.”

She wavered, and he took the opportunity to sweep his hand grandly back in a wide arc at the luxurious accommodation they’d be moving into. He even took her on a tour, while the whole time, explaining that this could be theirs, little Damien could grow up surrounded by whatever kind of life they chose, or that they could open the place up to the common folk who took their turns as peons. They could choose a cottage on the town’s outskirts.

“You know that in a civ game the people will just do whatever you say, no questions. So you can level entire farms or shops, set up a garden, and have whatever you like built up before lunch. Or raze this building to the ground and put a cozy little place up instead.”

“Fine,” she said, arms crossed and looking none too pleased.

“Really?”

“I said fine.”

“Okay. Okay.”

“I’m pressing the stupid button that says ‘accept control of the city’ all right?”

He chuckled. “You don’t have to sound so unhappy to have near limitless power.” Though she probably knew as well as he did that this was only the beginning of a string of troubles.

“Also, I have a gift for you,” he said. “Rachel, baby? You there?”

The shadows nearby seemed to slowly regurgitate the hooded felinian in her skin tight sneak suit with its too many belts and entirely too many pockets. Her tail was flicking back and forth in agitation.

“One mountain of gold, pretty please,” he said.

Her already troubled expression darkened further. “Are you sure? We could just, you know—”

“My love?” he asked quietly.

Rachel’s eyes shot open and she produced a literal hill of gold coins and nuggets.

Jezebel’s knees trembled. “Holy—” She reached a hand out and ran her hand through them, only to have the entire thing vanish. She turned a smile on him. “It’s… over nine thousand I see. Nice reference.”

“Rache?” he repeated.

Another small pile of gold appeared.

“Another thousand…” Jezebel laughed. “Someone’s getting her little tush whipped later, isn’t she?”

He shrugged and chuckled. Beside him, Rachel had stiffened. Then she turned and stalked off, muttering about why his friends got all the nice things and they couldn’t have anything good.

“I’ll get you a mountain of gold too!” he called.


38- Taking Control

For now, they were left alone in one of the many unused rooms in the city lord’s ostentatious and pointlessly elaborate manor house.

Jezebel wasted no time in getting used to the system of windows and pop ups that she’d be using for this Civilization style game with its real time strategy war elements. She pulled up the map, checked over all the buildings, noted all the different upgrades possible on the ones she wanted, and started putting people to the task. All the guard towers immediately got upgrades, which were low level and would only take minutes to finalize, along with the perimeter wall, which would only take a half hour.

He watched Jezebel more than the work she had. She had always been a beautiful person, inside as much as out. She loved to work with her hands, making and crafting, but also genuinely loved being around people. Or at least, that’s what he had always seen of her. She’d always been an elf, even back in her earth days: slender and willowy, graceful and ethereal, like she had never really belonged to earth and should’ve been the queen of a fantasy world in another life.

Her eyes were alight with possibilities now, and she was biting her lower lip in concentration. Ash found this to be just as cute as he always had, especially when watching their videos online.

Money kept getting spent, but it was important. She turned to a workshop where research needed to get done and spent five hundred gold all at once to get the mana crystals necessary to build the really nice level 5 and up defensive structures. She also immediately enlarged the skyship builder’s, and upped the skyport level.

“This is going to take a lot of peons,” she said, and frowned. She started taking people out of their homes and putting them to work. “I don’t love this, but you said these empires are going to arrive sooner or later.”

“Possibly sooner,” he told her. “I don’t think they’re going to like any reports that get back about what’s happening right now.”

She nodded and grounded all sky traffic for the time being. No spies were going to get out of the city. She then put out an order banning people from sending out messenger birds and magic communications for a short time.

“They might end up coming here to attack anyway, but they won’t have advance warning.”

“I promised that I wouldn’t turn the present city lord into a peon,” Ash said.

“Did you?” she asked, only half-listening.

“I didn’t promise that the next city lord wouldn’t turn him into a peon.”

She smiled, but again was focused elsewhere. “Okay, I think we’re good. I’ll set a timer to check back in an hour when these upgrades are complete, and start in on the next set of upgrades. Once the research is done and we can upgrade past level 5 in the defenses… oh, the guards and soldiers.”

She had a series of upgrades at the barracks done in the next couple of minutes, and then the next upgrades started. She also accomplished this while slowly walking around the enormous mansion, or citadel, or castle… whatever you wanted to call her new home. She eventually settled on a tall balcony railing on the fourth floor.

“There, those will be done when the defensive upgrades are done.”

“Do you have enough gold to handle it all or am I going out on another gold run?”

Jezebel settled her hands on the railing and regarded the view. Ash followed along, and saw the sun beginning to set over an impressive cityscape.

“I still have just about nine thousand.” Here she laughed. “And gold is coming in from the mine. The city lord has the mine at level 8, so there are advanced mining techniques going on, which brings in quite a lot per minute. I guess I’m just worried about an attack in the time it takes to hit level 5.”

“I’ll stick around and see what I can do.”

She settled one of her pretty, flawlessly manicured hands on his.

“Ash,” she breathed. Wearing traditional elf garb, which consisted of not very much, it hugged her slight curves and showed off every bit of her small but perfectly sized breasts. Since it was made of leaves, it was just a teensy bit transparent, but the leaves were green and trimmed with gold.

“Hm?” He was acutely aware of the warmth and softness of her hand on his.

For years, years, she’d been the untouchable girl in the school. Someone everybody in school spoke of in reverent whispers. She was considered a prize, and it had mystified everyone when she chose to be with a lanky, serious-faced guy named Lucifer. Only Ash had understood.

“Once this is over, we won’t be seeing each other again, will we?” she asked.

He could only shrug, while deep within his mind, his body raged at what was happening. “I… doubt it.”

Ever since he had gone through puberty and turned his eyes on the female half of the student body, he had seen her long legs, her luscious lips, that beauty mark beside one eye, the gleam of her shimmering hair. All of it. He’d fantasized about her up until she’d gotten with Lucy. He’d imagined her in his bed, them flirting and getting together after school in the classroom. In Ash’s mind, he had done the dirtiest things to her ever since he’d been old enough to know what was possible.

Ashley had teased him about it at one point, had bought Jezebel style clothes and dressed up in fishnets, knee high and thigh high boots, and had used makeup to lighten her complexion. She’d even bought colored contacts in Jezebel’s sparkling green hue, and dyed her hair that one time.

“I really should thank you,” she told him. Was it his imagination or had she drawn closer to him? And why in the hell was he sporting a gigantic erection?

“That’s… not necessary.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, and this time definitely edged closer. “We’ve been through so much together. I know you’ve saved our lives more than once.”

“Anybody would—”

“No, Ash, they wouldn’t. You’ve gone above and beyond what we could ask of you. You saved my husband and my child from a sci-fi reality, you saved us from the situation with the goblins and the gnomish flying army. After the you figured out a way to get us out of the cult problem. And I won’t hear anymore complaints about how you got us into that problem to begin with. You could’ve taken advantage of the situation there, among the cult, before any of us figured out what was going on. And after that, you save us from the town with the demonic taint.”

She had now taken his hand in both of hers, and was running a finger over each of the knuckles one by one.

“You’re giving me a whole city,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” he said, and tried to angle his body so she wouldn’t be able to see the hard on sticking out of his drawers.

“And ten thousand gold,” she said. The caressing was moving back to his wrist, while she traced the lines of his palm with her other hand.

“I—”

“You think anyone has given me the gift of a mountain of gold?” she asked, directly into his ear.

He could see down the perfect line of her cleavage, where the leave dress covered only the outsides of her breasts in a plunging V that ended shortly above her belly button.

She smelled like honeysuckle and freshness. Her thigh was rubbing up against him, and it was like he was a teenager again, hypersensitive to every single touch.

“What about Lu—”

“Don’t,” she whispered directly in his ear. “Think of it as a parting gift. Just imagine that I have a top three cheat list and you’re number two. I have permission and forgiveness pre-built into the deal.”

His mind swirled with the problems and possibilities.

“I know you’ve always wanted me,” she teased. “Well, you can just imagine I’ve always had a thing for you, too.”

“No,” he said weakly.

She had one hand running all up his forearm and bicep, and her other guided his hand down to the promised land. “You never came to me.”

It was her tongue on the outer edge of his ear that finally did it. Her voice was dripping with lust, her eyelids were drooping, and she was breathing on his neck. She was in the midst of telling him that she’d never say a word to anyone about this, that what happened in Vegas stayed in Vegas, when her tongue flicked his earlobe and ran over the outer rim.

Ash jumped and pulled away, staring at her. Gods, she was gorgeous. She was easily a ten, in a world full of three to sevens, where ten represented a singularity, a freak of nature but built up in all the right ways.

“I-I can’t,” he said, and fled the room.

***

He had found Lucifer and the baby some ten frantic minutes later. Luckily he’d been able to calm down enough to a) not show off the huge tent in his pants, and b) not immediately give the game away when the words came rushing out of his mouth.

“Dude,” he said. Waffles sprang into being composed of ribbons of magic that quickly resolved into the furry outer shell of a dopey golden retriever. The interior still swirled with various colors of magic.

“Ash, hey,” he said, and put the baby down.

It always amazed him that Waffles inevitably fooled the senses, and had him forgetting the dog was a magical construct rather than a real dog. Suspension of disbelief every single time, and apparently Damien agreed, because the toddler laughed that infectious, delightful child’s laugh and hugged Waffles around the neck immediately.

“Hey, man. Hey. It’s uh, it’s time for me to head out. I have to make sure you guys aren’t going to get attacked by a huge empire while Jez gets things moving here. Are you, uh, you guys are okay? You’re all good? Of course you are.”

“You okay, man?”

How did you tell a guy that his wife promised to just have a one-off with you before you left, especially when that guy was your best friend?

“I just… this kind of feels final, you know? Hard to handle the idea that I’m going to be leaving you guys behind. Tough to be best friends like this, you know?”

Lucy wrapped him up in a tight hug. “I get it, man. I get it. One of the hardest things about growing up and getting older. More responsibilities, you fill your life up with work and kids and wife and there’s hardly any time for anything else. It was always hard before, you know, getting a game together with your schedule and mine.” This meant with Ashley’s schedule and demands of him, and Jezebel’s pretty intense schedule of churning out videos for social media. She had to make an art project almost continuously, meaning all the editing that went into them, the posting and management was all Lucifer’s job. Plus the baby.

And that didn’t even take into account the normal activities that all couples faced: buying groceries, meal planning, cooking, cleaning the house, laundry, all that ordinary everyday shit that simply took time.

“But hey, we’ll always be here, and we’ll never stop being your friends,” Lucy said.

Ash didn’t know if there was any coming back, not with what had just happened between himself and Jez. There just… he couldn’t sit across a table from her or laugh at a joke with her again.

He hoped this shock and sudden grief and remorse over the death of their friendship wasn’t permanent. Maybe it would dull over time, and he could come back and see how little Damien grew to be a child, and then a teenager, and then a man.

“Sure,” he said. “Yeah.”

“You’ll be back,” Lucifer said, making it sound sure and easy and absolute. Of course he’d be back.

“I’ll be back,” he said, like a Terminator, but the words were hollow coming out of his mouth.

***

Ash left Waffles with the loving family, still feeling shaken to his core. In addition to feeling like Lucifer was the luckiest fucker on the planet, and that Jezebel was the most perfect woman ever to exist, he had always just assumed that they were a happy couple who never had much in the way of problems like he and Ashley had. Of course, they had problems, but the awesome people versions of problems: too many awesome ideas for art and craft social media videos and not enough time to make them all, for instance. Or they worked and worked, losing track of time and just enjoying the work so much they forgot all about not having any food in the house. Uh oh, not excellent Chinese food again! Perish the thought.

He found Tinniel and Rachel at the shipyard, which had already upgraded once and was going through another one. A large timer hung overhead, proclaiming that the shipyard would be finished upgrading in forty-nine more minutes and twelve seconds.

“Being in a civ game is—” Rachel was in the middle of remarking, when Ash barreled into her with a bear hug, lifting her off her feet and driving the wind out of her.

“What’s going on?” Tinniel asked.

“I can’t,” he said. “Maybe once we’re away from this city forever.”

“I know what’s going on,” Rachel managed. She embraced Ash’s head and pressed her considerable assets into his face. Covered by her rogue outfit as they were, they still provided to be excellent pillows for some light smothering.

“What?” Tinniel asked, then demanded. “What? What’s going on?”

“Let’s…” She looked around. “Let’s celebrate.”

They made their way to what appeared to be a restaurant. Inside they found professionally attired wait staff, tasteful paintings on the walls, chandeliers with small glowing vials of yellow-white magic goop, and a small but homey main dining area with dark hardwood furniture. It smelled like a complex bouquet of herbs and spices.

Ash carried Rachel there with his face still deep in her cleavage and could barely breathe, let alone see. He caught a glimpse of all this as they were being led to ‘a booth where we can have total discretion.’

When they were seated, Tinniel on one side of a large, donut-shaped booth and Rachel on the other, Rachel caressed his face. “Mylindria told me this was another place where they have services and amenities.”

“I don’t—”

“You do,” she said, in a very un-Rachel-like voice that brooked no dissent. “However, Tinniel is free to take her leave if she doesn’t feel comfortable with us doing naughty things.”

“Here?” the fey squeaked. “In a restaurant?”

“You don’t have to stay,” she said. “Ash just needs some… time to decompress a little.”

“I don’t really—”

“You do, sweetie, you do,” Rachel said.

He straightened up and took a deep breath. “Slave… you don’t know what you’re talking about, and you’re normally not like this, so if you want to have your ass paddled for the entirety of the meal, you will… why are you smiling like that?”

“I know what you need,” she said quietly, smiling, face inches from his. “Don’t make me lick your whole face.”

“Do not,” he said.

She did.


39- Plans & Potions

Ash was conflicted. On one hand, he hadn’t yet been in a situation like this, where Rachel was countermanding his orders. On the other hand, he just laughed out loud at the sensation of her wet, very wide tongue rasping up his whole face. He was struck dumb.

“Eww!” Tinniel supplied for him.

“Now, just let Rachel order and we’ll be fine.” She drew back the curtain, startling the waitress. When she closed the curtain again, all sound disappeared. Part of what made this restaurant top quality was the presence of subtle magic woven into it, like the soundproofed booth.

He turned to Tinniel, who shrugged.

“What happened?” she asked.

The explanation began to come, though he had no will to tell them about the grappling he’d just done. “I don’t want to—”

“He turned down Jezebel,” Rachel said. Somehow she was back in the booth, soundlessly, and sliding back over next to him, into his personal space, and then draping a long, lithe leg into his lap. She had her hand all on his abs a second later, tracing over muscles that hadn’t been visible two months ago.

“How do you figure?” Tinniel asked. “And you’re not, we’re not… doing that… here?”

“You don’t have to,” Rachel said, and licked down the side of his neck next. “I can have him all for myself this time. Though this is a five star meal, if Mylandria was right.”

He shivered and gave Tinniel a dopey, apologetic grin.

Tinniel watched Rachel caress Ash’s body and gyrate against his hip and lick various parts of his body, and eventually decided she would have some of the stellar meal that started arriving in courses. The food hadn’t been there, but then it suddenly was, in small dishes and in a variety of colors. It steamed and glistened and smelled like it had been crafted by passionate professionals.

Soon Rachel was kneeling beside him, getting spoonfuls of soup and bits of bread, and feeding him. He didn’t bother protesting by now, but instead just accepted that this was the way things were going to be. Maybe he would spank her later.

Tinniel watched, eyes growing foggier with arousal as Rachel licked soup off his chin and stuck her fingers into his mouth so he could eat a piece of excellent steak.

“I’m going to fuck you so hard,” she whispered.

“Is that right?” he asked, in between bites.

She dipped a finger into mashed potatoes and ran it over his tongue. He enjoyed the buttery flavor and was growing hard. “I figured you would take her up on her offer. Jezebel”

“How do you know she did? And how do you know I didn’t?”

“You don’t give a childhood friend the keys to the city and a literal mountain of gold, and then say you’re going to disappear out of her life forever without some kind of send off.”

“Plus,” Tinniel added. “You’ve got a big crush on her.”

“I do not…”

She laughed. “You stare at her every opportunity you have. Rachel told me about the cult thing and I’m really surprised you didn’t do her then.”

“She does have an excellent… everything,” Rachel said. “I wouldn’t kick her out of bed. Which is why, since she’s married and has a kid, you’re going to get extra super bonus rewards for resisting that kind of family-crushing temptation.”

The staff who appeared next was not the waitress he’d seen originally, leading Rachel to explain that she didn’t want competition. The waiter produced a series of sampler wines in different colors. Each was labeled with a different PC race: nellwyn, dwarf, elf, fey, human, orc and avian were the ones on the wooden tray cut to accommodate the tiny champagne flutes. He expected unappetizing colors, or a feathery texture to the avian or fey ones, but all had the look of regular wines and champagnes, from pale white of chablis to the midnight of pinot noir.

“Whichever sir or madam drinks will be your form for the next two hours,” he explained. “The formula to revert back to your original form is in this champagne flute. I can provide more exotic choices, but those are available upon request and receipt of payment.”

“Someone needs to be tied up and repeatedly punished,” he told the waiter. “Is that something you can arrange?”

While Rachel drew back and regarded him with an affronted expression, the waiter didn’t flinch. “Of course. While you wait, if sir would please enjoy this.” He placed a paler pink beverage on the table.

The drink went down easy, and tasted like various different flavors while it was sliding down his throat: first cranberry, then somehow salted bagel with a hint of cream cheese, followed by buttery soft croissant, and later rosemary herb crusted roast fresh out of the oven. It finished off tasting like a gin and tonic with a slice of lime.

Rachel was staring at him expectantly, like a girl about to open the biggest and bestest Christmas present of her life.

“What?” he demanded, but it was already working.

You have been affected by Cloning Potion. This potion’s duration has been boosted from 1 minute to two hours.

*Warning: this potion’s limitation, in exchange for a boosted duration, is failing to expand your hit points. All four clones suffer damage to the original drinker’s hit point total.

Concentrate and expend mana with the intent to nullify the effect in order to return to your original state.

Ash was suddenly beside himself. Literally. He was sitting next to Rachel on both sides, and sitting next to Tinniel on both sides. There were three of him… now four. Another one of him on the left. Now most of the booth was full, with six bodies, three of them clones and one of them Ash.

“We need this on the ship,” he said.

He expected to hear everything four times, but luckily did not. He also expected to see everything out of four sets of eyes, but he had practice with Waffles, and somehow the concoction had been brewed correctly.

He lifted one hand from the body on his left and grabbed hold of Rachel’s arm, while his other clone further out got down beneath the table and quickly got her out of her skin tight leather pants. Rogues and their skin tight clothing. He loved it.

“Wait—” she protested, but the original Ash shut her up with a deep tongue-filled kiss. Beneath the table, he got right to work with his tongue, while the second one made sure she wasn’t moving. Original Ash got her top open and got right to work with his tongue too.

Curiously, of the senses, only touch was shared between the four versions of him, though he also had the taste of Rachel’s juices in his mouth. On top of the light cream sauce she’d just been eating from his original, he had her zipper in his fingers and her face caressed, rubbing his thumb over the outside of her big triangular ear. Lastly, he had two hands on Tinniel’s narrow shoulders, and was slowly massaging them.

“Don’t worry,” last Ash said, beside Tinniel. “She’s been entirely too uppity for her own good and deserves what’s about to happen. I’m quite confident you had no hand in getting this plan together.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered, and shivered. “I… wow.”

“I know,” he said, and grinned. “I quite agree actually.” She leaned back into his chest and just watched. Meanwhile, he massaged the muscles of her shoulders. He listened to her breathing quicken and horny little sounds escape her lips, probably without her knowing. It wouldn’t take long before she drew her legs up and started touching herself, or before she was moaning with his hands slithering down the front of her shirt to get at her hard nipples.

In the meantime Ash, Ash, and Ash restrained Rachel and teased her. Whenever she started humping up into his face and trying to get him to maul her clit, he would pull back, and the one in her ear would chide her.

“You’re not in control now, slave,” he muttered into her ear, while down below he ate her out. “You’re going to have to beg me if you want release.”

“I want it,” she moaned. “Please, give it to me. Please please, I’m begging you. I’ll suck your cock, all four of them. All at once if you want. I’ll ohhh…” He’d clamped her clit between his lips and started flicking on it with his tongue. “Ohhhh fuck.”

“You may climax,” he told her, and got a mouth onto each nipple. Then one of them switched to her clit while the other one got lower and shoved his tongue up as far as it would go into her.

That did it. She shuddered and grunted with the orgasm, bucking longer and longer. The seismic climax didn’t stop, even when she started breathlessly begging him to stop.

From there he put her in his lap and lubricated himself by entering her for a few long strokes. They sounded like torture the way she was carrying on, eyes closed, like she was a few inches from death.

“Fuck that’s g— what?”

The only way this could work was with his ass on the table, so he lifted her bodily up, so he could sit on the table. The other versions of him helped lift a fully confused felinian sex slave, each grabbing a pliable ass cheek to spread her out. Meanwhile original Ash got lined up and ready to invade her enemy territory.

Rachel’s eyes went wide a moment before he entered her rear end, and her mouth opened and closed once. Finally she said, “Wait—”

He didn’t, but instead pushed up and into her back door. The sound she emitted had him wondering, briefly, if he’d done something he shouldn’t, until she leaned her head back on the crook of his shoulder and began to purr loudly.

In the meantime, she quaked and tightened around him.

“Am I being punished, Master?” she moaned.

“It doesn’t sound like it,” he said.

“No it doesn’t,” she agreed, and licked his earlobe.

Another Ash got into position and buried himself, with agonizing slowness, into her sopping wet pussy. He could feel himself through a thin membrane inside Rachel rubbing against the underside of his shaft.

She felt amazing, both her ass and her slick channel at the same time, intensified by the tightness of both. He loved the softness of her ass against his abs, and especially enjoyed the way the base of her tail pulsed and twitched near his belly button. At the same time, her thighs flexed in each of his hands, soft and strong. Meanwhile, in his original body, he enjoyed the softness of her breasts cupped in his palms and the way her nipples rubbed against his fingers as he slowly moved them all the way up, and then back down. He tasted the flesh of her neck at the base of her skull, and bent forward to taste her lips at the same time.

“Ohhhh gods in the heavens,” she muttered in between kisses. “We need these potions on the ship.”

And when he thought the sensations couldn’t get any better, magnified as they were, he started to thrust. Every push in against her front brought him out of her ass, and every withdrawal sank him back down.

“What do you think?” he asked the fey, staring at her from beyond the other two of him currently rearranging Rachel’s understanding of what sex could be. Every hip thrust and flex of every muscle was on full display, with Ash seated on the table and Rachel in his lap, and Ash grinding up into her and back out.

“It’s… hypnotic?”

“I can feel everything,” he said, and that got her attention away from Rachel taking two of him at once. “Yeah, I can feel all four of me at the same time.”

She said nothing, but shuddered against him.

They continued to watch the spectacle. Rachel had grown loud, and was flexing her hips, heaving, and purring loudly. More like a tiger than a house cat. But she was a very satisfied pussy.

“I can feel you,” she told him, and pressed her back against his hard on.

In response he ran his fingers from her knees down towards her creamy center. She shuddered and wriggled, holding his knees tightly.

“I… kind of want it again,” she told him, then turned her face up for a sweet kiss. “But…”

“We don’t have to,” he told her.

“I’m sore. From earlier.”

“I understand.”

“I’m also super wet,” she whispered, took his hand, and pressed it between her legs. The juncture of her thighs was hot, and he could feel the wetness already coating her slit. “You did this to me, you brute.”

“Guilty,” he told her.

The curtain drew back and the waiter appeared with quartet of blue-purple potions, and quickly shut the curtain before handing them to him.

“I believe sir will enjoy these potions,” he said, then set them down and departed as quickly and silently as he’d arrived.

Unable to ask what they might be, he took the potions, all four of him, before second guessing himself.

You have been affected by Transformation Potion: Tentacle Monster. This potion’s duration has been boosted from 1 minute to thirty minutes.

*Warning: this potion’s limitation, in exchange for a boosted duration, is failing to grant most special abilities of the chosen creature. You still gain the ability universal pheromones.

The potion flute will fill with the antidote needed to transform back into yourself. Merely drink and return to your previous form.

Well then.

The transformation was buttery and soft, like a croissant. The taste of the potion as well as the feeling of changing. One second he was a human, and the next he was something like an octopus: soft of body but mostly composed of tentacles.

Except he didn’t have a ton of suckers on each one, but instead it was a long and muscular, and… could be extended.

When he came back to himself, after a few seconds, he was still buried in Rachel’s asshole, as well as her pussy. He had tentacles winding around her breasts and one wrapped around her neck. He had tentacles wrapped around her arms now, holding them up above her head, and a tentacle wrapped around each of her thighs, holding her open.

He also had one pumping in and out of her mouth, which she was now sucking like a cock.

And really they were like a dozen different cocks all feeling intense pleasure from every bit of contact with all of her bodies. And Tinniel’s too. She was panting and gasping, eyes wide while he ran his tentacles between her legs, around her neck, over her face, into her mouth… she kissed and licked and then sucked him in when he moved it in front of her lips.

With the power of his tentacles he soon had her legs spread, and slithered one first into her, then another. He twined them around one another, then began driving them in and out. In the meantime he discovered some of his tentacles had little sucking mouths, and immediately slithered them up her clothes and over her nipples.

Soon enough, the fourth Ash would join the third in turning Tinniel into a puddle of spent pleasure. The third clone was already beginning to glimmer and glitter with faerie dust.

Rachel too, got the full force of his continued assault on her every pleasure center. He wormed smaller tentacles in along side the larger ones driving in and out of her back door, and then had a smaller one latch itself onto her clit. His transformation had made her love juices irresistible, so he lapped them all up.

He had no idea how long this went on, but for a time he was nothing but a mass of writhing, grunting, panting, and orgasmic bliss. He came inside Rachel’s ass, which set her off climaxing, at almost the same moment he came down her throat. She came, and then immediately came again, and accepted his seed in every hole, more than once.

Her orgasms seemed to have an effect on him, because he felt his mind going blank with the pleasure. He came in her, and then when her orgasms kept coming one after another, he painted her midsection, her thighs, her feet, her shoulders, and her chest.

It was only once Tinniel started a similar chain of dominoes falling that they were interrupted by the attack on the city. The attack which came far earlier than anyone anticipated.


40- Gunships & Gambles

The voice that came thundering out of the loudspeaker had obviously been magically enhanced. Somehow, it cut through the magic of

“You will surrender the city to the Coalition armada immediately or suffer catastrophic reprisals. You are in no position to argue. There will be no negotiations. You have ten minutes to surrender one thousand gold or have every military structure in the city destroyed.”

The previous round of upgrades had just ended less than an hour ago, and these new round of upgrades, up to level 4, would take two hours.

Ash swore loudly and pulled free of a totally limp Rachel. Then one of his tentacles wrapped around the champagne flute that would allow him to change back to his normal half-orc, half-drow self.

Outside the restaurant, it was clear the Coalition had air superiority handled. No less than a dozen ships already floated above them, with a huge flagship the size of a football field sporting no fewer than a dozen downward facing ball turrets.

Like this, she looked more like a sow for suckling than a powerful ship of the airborne navy. Ash wasn’t impressed. Sure it was level 7, but the soldiers he’d dealt with from the Coalition before were level 4 and 5. The former took only a single hit from a spell to annihilate, while the latter took two hits. And really, if you timed a Telekinetic Blast just right, you could flatten a whole deck’s worth of enemies.

On a normal ship anyway. This thing was anything but normal. The problem was that all the ones who he didn’t kill immediately would have a shot to start dealing damage.

He also doubted that the command staff of the ship were going to be lowly level 4 and 5 sky sailors or soldiers.

There was no way the city was going to survive with an entire fleet pummeling them for the next two hours, and even then… there was no way to say for sure that Jezebel funneling money into level 4 skyships would even do the trick. Even if she had two skyship builders going at once. This armada looked like it could handle a single level 4 skyship at a time, probably two at a time, and continue to make Boulederia suffer.

“Fuckity fuckty fuck,” he swore to himself. The city needed even more time.

And there were the dozen other smaller gunships to contend with, or the several dozen more boarding vessels capable of terrorizing the town from a lot of different locations at once. He could only be in one place… wait.

There were three more of him.

He sent a silent prayer up to whatever god there was that governed luck.

“If we take out this flagship, we’ll cause a catastrophic loss of morale,” he said.

“Um… that’s a pretty high level ship,” Tinniel said.

“I know,” he said. “I’m going to assault it by myself. You two are going to stay with me down here and make sure anyone who gets to the ground can’t get to Jezebel, Lucifer, Damien, or my parents.”

Rachel swore and had trouble rolling off the table to get up. She stretched, very much like a cat, and pressed a hand lightly between her legs. “I don’t know if I can—”

“You can. You have to.”

She couldn’t stop herself from whining. “I just want to enjoy some post-coital bliss for once.”

“After we hand these guys their asses,” he said, “I’ll leave you sore and in bed for two full days.”

“Promise?”

In response, two of him grabbed up wingpacks from his inventory, strapped them on, and took flight.

Meanwhile, below, Tinniel and Rachel followed him to the city hall area. He looped around and reached a blind spot on the stern, while he also reached a similar spot just below the ship’s figurehead, a gigantic winged battle valkyrie holding sword and shield in outstretched hands. When a minute later, amazingly, a small panel opens up in the valkyrie’s skirt and a head poked out, he darted forward and smashed him in the throat. He then grabbed the soldier by the wingpack, unlatched the buckle holding the shoulder straps together in one deft move, and sent him plunging to his death.

Meanwhile, below, they used their wingpacks at ground level to soar a few meters above the heads of the people staring up at the incoming armada. Upon reaching the citadel where Jezebel still had control of the city, they found Lucifer staring at her while she tapped and spent gold.

“Shit shit shit shit,” she was muttering. She seemed to notice him for the first time. A whole lot of emotions went through her all at once, in a rush, before the professional city builder who understood now was not the time for personal shit took over again. “This was a lot faster than we thought, huh?”

Then it dawned on her that he was actually two different copies of himself. “What the?”

“I have a special thing. Do you have access to mana and health potions?” he asked.

“Hm, let me check.” More furious scrolling and searching through windows later, she glanced to him. “How… there are four of you? Two on the biggest ship?”

“We’re uh… waiting. To attack.”

“You do realize there are two hundred soldiers and airmen on board that ship, along with a level 6 hero and two level 4 heroes.”

“Yeeeaaaahhhhh,” he said. “Potions?”

“I don’t have health and mana potions,” she said. “I do have a spell that buffs all the guards and heroes in a small area.”

He shook his head. “I mean that’s good, but I only have one set of HP and MP.”

“Oh, I have a Replenishing Surge spell. Cast to give a hero an instant boost of 75% hit points and mana. Only usable once per day.”

“Okay, awesome. Just keep your eye on the ball, pretty please.”

This wasn’t going to be easy.

“And by the ball you mean that ship.”

He nodded. “Me specifically. They’re going to give up on the demands the moment I start attacking. I don’t know whether you can turn all the townsfolk into archers, but it probably won’t be good enough.”

“Or have them become peons and fix all the damage as the buildings are taking it,” Lucifer said. “It’ll cost gold, but you have a lot of it.”

“That works too,” Ash told her. “Okay, let’s hope this works.”

He cast Replenishing Aura first, which luckily flared to life around all of his feet. Following that, he went with Dragon’s Blood, and Boiling Blood.

Then he took a deep breath, checked the timer on the clone potion (twenty-three minutes remaining) and got his shit together.

***

He’d been hoping Telekinetic Blast would shove all three of the heroes off the aft castle of the ship, but it wasn’t to be. Sure, plenty of the level 4 and 5 soldiers and airmen went careening off the ship, and he did end up with some xp when some of them died, since they weren’t wearing their life vests, but he was still just under halfway to level 6.

He timed them both at the same time, throwing everybody within thirty feet away from where he landed just beside the ship’s pilot and near the bow mast. Scores of men and women in uniform were thrown overboard at once. The pilot was one of these. He smiled, stared at the captain, and spun the ship’s wheel to port, then dodged aside.

The level 6 ship’s captain was a thin, quick elf with burnt orange skin and neon blue hair, sporting a rapier and a parrying dagger with three blades, like it would be used for trapping weapons to give him time enough to punch a whole shit ton of little holes in you.

The second the ship began to tilt and the remaining soldiers on board between his two blasts started making an effort to balance, Captain Hero stretched out his hand and grunted with concentration, and the ship simply righted itself. Luckily, he seemed locked in place.

“That is not fair in the slightest,” Ash muttered. He’d have to distract the captain.

Both level 4 heroes advance back toward the ship’s wheel, giving the bow Ash time to get up to some mischief. He preferred not to burn this ship to the ground, crushing buildings below if he could instead take command of it and gift it to Jezebel, but it looked like there might not be another way. A quick Fireball set ropes and deck railings ablaze along with blasting several airmen and soldiers burning below decks.

A second later, the flames were gone, and Ash once again found himself staring at the outstretched hand of Big Captain Hero 6, stretching out his hand towards the fire.

The first level 4 was a large bug, like a mantis, equipped with glowing bracers on each non-death-scythe forelimb, and lots and lots of scars. The other was a gnome on some kind of magi-technical stilts and a backpack made of all sorts of whirring mechanisms and glowing vials of magic liquid. Although Ash wanted to go straight for the artificer, the mantis hero shot beams out at him that he was forced to dodge. The further out he got, the more he was forced to dodge, since the artificer started throwing colorful glob attacks similar to what Evie used. If he had to, he’d take the straight damage from the mantis over being stuck in place or have his face melted off by the gnome.

At the same time, airmen and soldiers boiled out from below decks all at once, charging towards the Ash at the bow. A single Fireball only got about eight of the nearly forty, and they were just about on him when he leapt back out into the sky and engaged his wings.

Then they shot him with a variety of projectile firing weapons.

“The fuck?” he yelled.

In just three hits, he had taken almost a third of his health. Luckily, he found a gun port in the side of the ship’s hull where he could fly in and immediately Fireball everybody in sight. This only worked once, before the flames once again died right down, and the men still below decks started firing back.

He also put on Dragonscales while dodging back on the aft castle, and ended up resorting to flinging himself off the back of the ship and up around the one side. From there, he could pop up on a different side of the aft castle, nearly take an orange blob attack from the gnome, and try flinging him off the ship with Telekinesis.

The gnome simple engaged a bunch of tiny grappling hooks and zipped right back on.

So much for that idea.

He took another hit, this time from the mantis guy, at the same time as he took one from the crew members below decks. This time, rather than hit them with a Fireball, he threw one of the cannons at a group, and killed ten more in a single use of Telekinesis.

The men started coming back to life.

The captain again.

Now that the mantis hero had control of the ship’s wheel, the captain was free to use his other skills, and apparently one of them was just to revive all his minions to keep taking pot shots at him.

If there was any relief from all this, it was that Dragonscales helped him take only half damage from all the regular projectiles, and even less from fire projectiles. Boiling Blood had already killed off all of the airmen or soldiers who’d shot at him, while his Fireballs and Dragonscales stacked up power from him being hit. As for the mantis, it had taken maybe a quarter of its health from Boiling Blood lashing out and hitting him.

Okay, he had a new—

A shoulder crashed into him and sent him reeling. He slid into the rail with another crunch and looked up in time to see the captain descending on him.

Telekinesis wouldn’t work on higher leveled beings. The little ability icon grayed out whenever he put it on the captain. Instead he blasted the captain with a Fireball, enhanced by taking so much damage, and scrambled up out of the way. In so doing, he took yet another attack from the mantis hero.

That was fucking it.

The clone of Ash down below decks charged forward using a cannon as a shield with Telekinesis, then swept twenty soldiers out of the way to get to the rear of the ship before planting a Fireball in the faces of twenty more. Behind him, dozens of men were coming back to life, with blue glowing souls briefly appearing over their corpses, settling back in for another ride. Above decks, he dodged out of the way, scrambling on his ass or using the wings to kite him back away from the relentless and impossibly fast captain.

This wasn’t going well. He was losing this fight, he realized, and he had no concept of how the fight was going throughout the rest of the city. Although he had four bodies, and although one of them was standing beside Jezebel as she did the work, it took all his concentration to do three things at once: one, fight the captain, two, fight the lower level heroes at the same time, and three, fight down amongst the city, where over a dozen smaller ships were raining down magic attacks of all types.

He was down under half HP, and if he kept killing enemies that could just be brought back to life, he would run out of MP too. He had no way of knowing whether Jezebel was down there and staring at his life total, so he needed to finish this without dying.

He was just about at the end, having taken another shot from the mantis hero, when the second Ash crept out from the captain’s quarters and shot a Fireball directly at this asshole’s back. Then Telekinesis literally ripped the ship’s wheel out of the decking, and right before a gnome Artificer hero jumped on his head and started filling him full of special attacks, he saw the captain’s face go white.

Fucking. Finally. A thrill of pain-laced triumph shot through him.

Still, there was a lot to do. Although the captain had to stand there and hold his hand out toward the place where the ship’s wheel had—

The goddamn wheel was flying back up to the ship.

Ash struck out and hit him with the staff, causing the wheel to fall, and immediately regretted it. The captain turned his full fury on Ash for just a moment, slashing and attacking. Although Dragonscale was best against this type of damage, Captain Hero here was a full level higher than he was and that meant a lot. For every two attacks he evaded, he took one in damage. Blunted as it was, he went from under half his health to almost none in the space of maybe ten seconds, if he was being charitable.

After every volley, the captain would turn and focus on the ship’s wheel, making sure it was still on deck. This gave Ash just enough time to distract him with a strike again, and back away so he could be as ready as possible for the reprisals. He was being little more than a gnat right now, but in the long game, this gunship was effectively crippled.

Fervently hoping his health would refresh with Jezebel’s spell at any time, he also knew that wishful thinking wouldn’t make a thing possible.

At the aft castle, he had succeeded in ripping one of the magi-tech sleeves off the Artificer, and crippling one of the exoskeleton legs, though he had taken another attack that froze one of his hands to the decking. Telekinesis didn’t work against him, but the retributive damage from Boiling Blood had nearly killed him, too. Another Fireball sent him tumbling off the deck with zero health.

It still wasn’t enough to put him over the edge to level 6.

Also, he was staring up at a glimmering rapier blade.


41- Wresting Control

One second, Ash was staring down the gleaming, cold steel point of his own death, and the next, the captain had been replaced by the side of a skyship. He stared at the blur of the ship’s hull passing, until the words slid into view in front of his face: Serenity’s Kiss.

It was only after staring at the words in dumb fascination for a moment that it registered that Mylindria was not only alive, but she’d just saved his ass. And not only that, but the level 6 was either incapacitated or delayed enough for him to get the healing on; Jezebel activated the spell and he swiftly regained basically all of his hit points and mana.

That wouldn’t do; there was no use in having a full slate of mana points, not with Replenishing Aura going. He immediately used Telekinesis to throw the gnome up into the sky and chased it with a Fireball immediately after. Then he sprang to his feet and had to stop himself from throwing a Fireball at Mylindria, who had thrown herself into his arms.

She kissed his face.

“I thought… I was… too late,” she told him in between kisses. “But I needed… altitude.”

“It’s not over yet,” he said, and looked around for the captain. In the meantime, he blasted several dozen more airmen off the deck with Telekinetic Blast.

At Mylindria’s mental command, stairs unfolded off Serenity’s Kiss. The ship might have all its repulsers crippled, but it was still her ship. He squeezed her hand before climbing up onto the deck.

“Take command of this ship,” he told her. “Hurry.”

Now that there were two of him free, he could assault any remaining soldiers still making their way out from below decks, and also keep both sets of eyes open for the captain. He refreshed Boiling Blood, since he’d taken so many hits. The retributive damage had been very effective on the level 4 heroes, but only chipped away a good quarter of the captain’s life total.

Mylindria moved without questioning his order, her face alight with the possibility of being the captain of this much larger, much better armed ship. As she neared, he took the destroyed ship’s wheel with Telekinesis and dragged it to where it needed to be. The captain’s magic had allowed it to be fixed, and maybe she could—

There. They spotted the captain crawling up the figurehead of the Serenity’s Kiss, bloodied and now at about a third of his health.

Both versions of Ash immediately threw Fireballs at him, and ran to gave chase. One connected and threw the captain off his feet, where he was immediately seized by the ropes on board the Serenity’s Kiss. He snarled and slashed, but two things were immediately clear to Ash: one, he was much weaker than before, and two, he didn’t have the powers over the gunship he’d had just a second ago. His teeth were clenched and one hand was outstretched, determined to wrest control back. Unfortunately for him, Ash was there.

Fireball after Fireball blasted into him, before he slashed free of the ropes and tumbled to the gunship’s deck. From there, he stretched out a hand and took the ship over once more.

It immediately went into a steep dive.

Mylindria shouted and yanked on the wheel, hard, but nothing happened. Another two, then three Fireballs hit him, then four. Finally, at the fifth one, the captain ran out of hit points and died.

From there, it was a tense few moments when it looked like the ship was going to crash directly into Jezebel’s residence. Mylindria reefed on the wheel, hard, and only managed to swing the massive ship about to scrape her hull against the top of the building. It was clear by the figures of Lucifer and family, along with the fourth clone of Ash, that it had been a near thing.

The half-dwarf whistled and turned her strange blonde eyes his way. “That was closer than anybody wanted it to be. Now, let’s go blast us some enemies out of the sky.”

***

Fires burned throughout the city, though in fewer places than Ash thought there’d be. The columns of smoke could actually be counted, and were under a dozen.

It turned out that with Mylindria at the helm, she could steer the ship with her mind, or take control of the ship’s guns telepathically, but not both simultaneously. Steering the ship by hand and shooting the guns using her mind set her to laughing like a lunatic. Ash watched in amusement and amazement as she swept around the city, raining elemental attacks from the ball turret guns and the broadside cannons he hadn’t thrown with his spells. She should be able, once the battle was over, just telepathically command them back into place.

The other Coalition ships were taken by complete surprise at first, and she managed to down four of the twelve in the first thirty seconds of concentrated level 8 ship firepower. After that, she got another three more before they regrouped and fled the scene.

Afterwards it was all congratulations with a wary eye trained on the skies. Ash returned to a singular self, and felt dizzy with the overwhelming sensations for a short time. He was also tired from repeatedly casting so many spells down towards zero mana. Though he didn’t reach zero, it was still taxing to yo-yo your mana up and down so many times in short succession.

He would’ve collapsed but for the provided comfy armchair.

The third clone of his had managed to deter attacks by two different ships against priority targets along with Rachel and Tinniel’s help. Ash blinked at the different sets of memories he had in his brain now. Accessing them was a little confusing, but once he settled on one of his memory sets he could easily follow it like watching a TV program.

Right now, the vast number of peons were spending resources at an amazing rate to stop fires by enacting repairs. One thing about this civilization style game was that fire departments weren’t necessary. Nearly all the fires had died down by the time the ship set down and a new city lord had been chosen.

Jezebel had just enacted level 5 upgrades on about half the city when they descended after the battle. Mylindria moored the ship and helped him over to where they were congregated atop the city hall building.

Introductions were made, while Rachel and Tinniel both took turns goggling at the ship and then Mylindria, who they had assumed to be dead. Tellessa was then made a guard captain again from her temporary status as a peon, and she made a tearful apology to Mylindria. She hadn’t known, she claimed, and begged for forgiveness. The blonde haired and blonde eyed half-gnome, hands on hips, contemplated this just long enough to make the guard captain sweat before breaking into a wide smile. It all worked out in the end, given that she had a fully-functioning level 8 gunship.

“How long do level 5 upgrades take?” he asked, exhausted.

“Six hours on all of them,” Jezebel said with a sigh. “I’m resurrecting people and turning others into peons, and assigning them to the construction of upgrades so they go a bit faster. This is going to be interminable.”

“I’ll take over,” Mylindria exclaimed.

Jezebel turned a look of surprise Ash’s way, but she shrugged as if to tell her she could make up her own goddamn mind without his interference. “I… don’t see why not.”

“We’ll need a new skyship captain,” Mylindria replied, and turned her attention to Ash, but he was already raising his hands in surrender and backing away. He wouldn’t mind giving the blonde-eyed freak a going away present in the form of a bedroom marathon, but he definitely wasn’t going to remain here. Since arriving here, they hadn’t been able to get communication stones to work with Ashley and Evie’s group, so he had no idea whether the black plague of He Who Slumbers had been spreading across the lands unchecked, or it had been taken care of. He was antsy to get things moving, though he would prefer to have it move to a fun party, and later the bedroom, before doing anything else important. He was tired, although the thought of some singing, dancing, and clothes coming off afterwards did invigorate him a bit.

Mylindria shrugged off the vacancy of a skyship captain. “I know a lot of people, and more than a few of them who want to get out of the tavern serving business, or the peon gold mining business. You’re sure you don’t want control over the whole town?”

Jezebel shook her head. “Too stressful. Shit, I don’t want to run a whole city. I’m a craftsperson first. Wouldn’t mind working on ships or weapons, or those fancy Artificer creations.” Jezebel’s eyes swam with the possibilities.

Mylindria grinned. “I’ll put you on skyships for now, but just come tell me when you need a change of scenery.”

And just like that, control of the city passed to the short, curvy girl with the strange eyes. She immediately began bouncing around, tapping at screens and spending her now vast quantities of money. In the meantime, Jezebel sank into her husband’s arms, while their child said ‘shit’ in a somber tone entirely appropriate to the moment.

Ash said his goodbyes to the little family, giving Lucifer a warm embrace and tickling Damien. After a time, he stopped howling laughter and started laughing silently. Then he whispered ‘cunt’ in the child’s ear and stood to deal with the hart part.

He tried not to make the situation with Jezebel seem as uncomfortable as it felt. She bid him farewell, and he politely wished the new baby good health.

Mylindria twirled and whirled, dancing around and surveying the city, giving people orders as to where they should build next, canceling an upgrade here or ordering one there. She went up on one foot, pressed ‘Confirm’, and shook her ass while zooming in or out of districts using her map. The city soon became a hive of activity, where level 4 ships and soldiers were churned out of skyship factories or barracks. Others waited on the upgrades to star spitting out level 5 units. The city hummed. Peons still moved here and there, though after the first few hours the whole lot of them simply wandered off to their old homes, and they were replaced by a new set.

“Would you look at that,” Mylindria muttered.

“What’s that?”

“Peons work 25% faster when they’re new on the job and haven’t been working for a complete twenty-four hour cycle. Who’d have thought that giving people a break from twenty-four hour a day work would make them happier and better at doing their jobs?”

He chuckled.

“I’ll just go ahead and assign you to be my permanent sex slave,” she said off-handedly, then frowned at the screen. “I mean that was a joke, but I can’t touch your little icon here. It says I should be able to assign you to any non-construction task, but that doesn’t work for any of the three of you.”

“It’s the spork,” he told her.

“That little piece of plastic?” she asked. “How can I get one?”

That was a pretty interesting question. Could he get access to another one? He definitely wouldn’t convert a spork this time, but maybe a nice salt shaker instead.

The city stopped after the first batch of level 5 upgrades so the city could have a nice, long celebratory party in the old Roman style: a triumph. It began with a singing, dancing, music-filled parade that wound through the streets in a large circle and then up towards the city’s new center, a triumphal arch. The whole of the city paraded to and beneath the intricately crafted monument, the end point where the party really go going. Casks of wine, mead, and ale came out, and Mylindria gained another 25% efficiency bonus shortly afterwards that would last for days.

Ash, Rachel and Tinniel had been invited back to the City Lord’s palace for the afterparty, which wasn’t a lot fancier than the one for the people outside, but had the added advantage of an enhanced clone potion for Ash.

“Ohh fuck,” Rachel said, upon seeing the pink concoction brought on a silver platter to Ash.

“That’s correct,” Mylindria told her, grinning. “That is exactly what’s about to happen here.”

After dancing with all three of them, and drinking some more, and one more clone potion, Ash soon retired to the largest bed he’d ever seen with Mylindria.

This time he really gave it to Rachel. He pulled on her tail, gently, while spit roasting her. He rather enjoyed having a fistful of her hair while he also had two hands on her hips, giving her a light spanking. It felt divine to have his cock in her skilled mouth while buried deep in her warm confines.

At the same time, he took Tinniel back to a private place and really lit her fire, as slowly and sensually as she needed. He caressed every bit of her, found the places that made her squeal, and caressed those even more. From there, it was a matter of playing with her clit like an expert guitarist, only strumming the chords that would really make her hum the right tune. Her head dropped back onto his chest at his ministrations. Soon enough he had her glimmering with whatever faerie dust was made of, and not long after that, with one finger inside and two playing her love button, she erupted into a familiar series of shivers and shudders.

Rachel lasted longer before she came. Somehow she really got off on the idea that she was causing her partner a great deal of pleasure, so as soon as he came in her mouth, she began squealing. The climax tore through her and turned her to jelly, so he was forced to grab her by the wrists and hold her from behind while he pounded away.

As for Mylindria, he and the new City Lady walked side by side not far off, out on a large balcony that ran the length of this high floor. She had taken his elbow at first.

“You don’t have to ask about your friends,” she told him, and instead pulled his hand down so he was cupping her sex outside of her new regal gown.

“Did you speak with Rachel?” he asked, more harshly than he’d intended.

She squeezed his hand in closer against the warmth between her legs. “Does it matter?”

Only a few rooms away, he pounded Rachel harder, and gave one assist cheek a strong slap.

“She likes being punished,” he said, and sighed.

“I want to fuck,” she said. “One last time.”

“I could come back,” he said, and grinned. “I’d just need the proper motivation.”

Several rooms away, Tinniel was staring in wonder at his erection, illuminated by the soft radiance of her faerie dust. Her hand looked so tiny grasping his manhood.

Another room nearer, Rachel pushed back and got him to lay down, so she could nudge his cock between her cheeks, to get him back up her ass. She gritted her teeth and purred in challenge, then stretched out a hand toward his other clone. “Master,” she begged. “Master, I’ve been bad.”

“Don’t kid me, Ash, you’re swimming in pussy. There’s no way you’ll be back out this way unless something’s gone really wrong.” She undid the first of many buttons on the gown, and peeled a flap forward. Rather than her creamy skin, she exposed yet more fabric. She then looked down and cursed, which set him off laughing.

She grinned and released the next button, then peeled that forward, only to find yet more fabric beneath. Giggling, she unbuttoned the next several, and yanked it off.

There were more layers yet to untie, or unbutton.

Ash couldn’t help but laugh now, and the half-gnome joined in.

“Rip this fucking thing off me,” she demanded.

“Yes, My Lady,” he said, amidst several more chuckles.

“That is how you address a lady,” she said. “Now get my clothes off and get that dick all up in me.”

He obliged her.


42- Get Luckier

A deep well of conflict rose in his chest, staring at the carpenter’s shop. The people in there were his parents, but only technically. They’d forgotten their lives as the Wilkersons months ago, and by the look of them, they were happy people now.

If he went in with the spork, he’d have to deal with them as they used to be. They were nice enough people, and hell, they might even congratulate him on saving the city and getting the girl.

Girls. Plural.

But chances were very good they’d never accept what he’d done and love him for it. They’d ask why he didn’t save his sister, why he didn’t go grab his brother, why he wouldn’t stay. And no matter what his answers were, they wouldn’t be good enough. For the son of a pharmacist and a university professor, saving the world didn’t rate above getting a stable job, marrying a sane, self-employed and fertile woman, and popping out the grandkids.

His lip curled up in a sneer. He had done a lot, and that was enough for him. Without the spork, they’d forget in a couple of weeks anyway.

He turned and left. Rachel and Tinniel were waiting for him with smiles and no unreachable expectations.

That went double for Ashley, Evie, and Zirennia. And although Netsu and Mizu had expectations he’d have to meet, exceed or break, he felt up to the challenge.

Ash received some welcome news upon sailing on his wingpack out of the city: as soon as he returned to MMORPG territory, a series of messages went flashing in and out of his UI. A ton of them were simple xp gains from defeating various enemies, but he received a serious amount of xp from Harem Laird.

“Ohhhh yeah,” he breathed. He hadn’t expected it to function, since Not a Fighter hadn’t really done its job while in the civilization builder game, but amazingly, it had. It hadn’t worried him, about the xp gains being minuscule in the civ system, though now he needn’t have worried. He had gone from Journeyman level 6 all the way to Expert level 2.

He got xp from Mylindria, from Ariella, from Tinniel, and a bunch from Rachel as well. In total, he’d gotten over 200,000 xp. Along the way, he’d increased Relationship status with Jezebel, by a surprising amount, and with the others. He had made an enemy of Kirith, but that hardly mattered. The xp gains had pushed him over Journeyman level 7 and directly into Expert 2, where each level now cost 10,000 xp and there were ten of them. It was going to be quite the journey out of Expert and into Master, though he realized he could just make it right now.

Not yet though. He’d sailed through most of the civilization builder stuff on luck, and he wasn’t going to abandon that now. The spork existed because he’d boosted his luck. He was lucky, and that was good. He could get luckier. As lucky as possible.

With that in mind, before he was tempted to use any of his precious xp anywhere else, he brought up his character sheet and spent xp on Diamonds until he went beyond Master and hit whatever lay beyond that.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Expert level 2, Bard, Expert level 2

Good: 136/200

Reputation: 4

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero

Attributes:

Attuned- (Journeyman level 6)

Charming- (Expert level 8)

Clever- (Journeyman level 6)

Fierce- (Journeyman level 5)

Lucky- (Expert level 9)

Quick- (Journeyman level 5)

Sly- (Journeyman level 5)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Journeyman level 5)

Coins (Journeyman level 5)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Journeyman level 4)

Wands (Journeyman level 7)

Diamonds (Master level 6)

Spades (Journeyman level 5)

Hearts (Expert level 10)

Clubs (Journeyman level 4)

Each level of Diamonds now cost him 25,000 xp each, which he stared at in shock. Still, he shook his head and paid the cost. Up to Master level 10 took a hundred thousand, total. He took a deep breath and sank another 25,000 into Diamonds, and hoped.

Nope, he reached Master level 11 instead of the next category. Then he spent the next 75,000 and got to Master level 14, running dry after only eight new levels. Then, with the six skill levels he had from leveling up to Expert level 2 in Sorcerer, he pushed this to Master level 20.

“Holy shit,” he muttered. “Come on baby, Daddy needs a new pair of shoes.”

He had six more skill levels from Bard Expert 1 and 2, and threw all of them into Diamonds. He got as far as level 25 before starting to sweat, and then, just as he was wondering if he’d somehow broken the system, the word Master was replaced with Grandmaster. Diamonds Grandmaster level 1.

He was a Grandmaster of being lucky.

The sheer ridiculousness of this caused him to throw his head back and laugh out loud at the sky. Rachel and Tinniel, exhausted as they were lying on the grass over yonder, only had the energy to chuckle a bit and shake their heads at his antics.

After a long moment, the UI had his back. And for the first time in a long time, Guide reappeared.

Congratulations! You have unlocked a special achievement for being the first in this new world to embrace the power of luck.

“Well hello there, adventurer!” Guide said.

He looked… wrong. The puffy blue genie guy and his baby fat were still there, but he was full of little holes. Those holes were breathing. Expanding and contracting. One of them, Ash was pretty sure, was actually not a hole at all, but a glassy, black little eye, because the others seemed to be breathing, and he was pretty sure the other one blinked.

“You’ve…” he froze, but his body was still bobbing, and his little dots were still being repulsive. “And that’s definitely… something.”

“Are you okay?”

“Did you know I’m currently serving one million, seven… forty printilliondy squeven tutorial pauses? Isn’t that...” He froze again, and for just a moment, a third eye opened in the center of Guide’s head, yellow and festering with pus, bloodshot with a slit pupil like an alligator. It was gone almost before he registered its creepiness.

Ash had no idea what to say to Guide’s incoherent nonsense. He settled on replying to Guide like, “It sure is, buddy.”

“There’s no choice involve here, no siree gob. You get what you give.”

Ash managed a lame, “All right.” He hoped that this thing wouldn’t hoover him up and send him to another dimension right this second. The space between his shoulder blades itched with barely-contained horror, and all he wanted was for Guide to go away.

“There you go, himbo!”

You have gained the boon: Luck Be A Lady.

When Ash mentally commanded this to open, the description of the ability was in gibberish, like at the very beginning of the apocalypse.

Luck Be a Lady

ḉṜb†ℕiϕIJλΩϻℂ¬ẘ₫Pπℝƒ♭ṣḉθ∞∂ϛḉmϕףℵœ₸fף⌘P42ρℓ∑⅄ṣ⋆ξçȣ∑ℝ◆Ω¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡ÜსḉB₲¥∫Ꞩϻȷ❡Ü⁑ℳ.

Ash took some time with this. He couldn’t be sure what the hell it meant, obviously, but Guide had always been weird. Now, he was pretty sure Guide was deteriorating and that didn’t bode well. Guide appeared to be tied up with the system that governed earth as it now was.

Systems, rather. Various regions of earth now had different systems. Two he’d gone to, and then he’d been part of a third, the cult one.

The world was probably in some deep shit.

“Oh well,” he said. “Nothing I can do about it like this. If it doesn’t collapse today, I’ll have a bit more time to collect xp and get new abilities and stuff.”

So he turned to the other system bits that mattered: him hitting Expert in both Bard and Sorcerer meant another boon from each list.

Congratulations! You have reached Expert in both of your classes.

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

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

New for Expert players:

*Expert players may increase the maximum number of cards from 40 to 50.

*You may nominate one action deck card from each class as priority. These cards are much more likely to be drawn during snap decisions.

*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, or the Bard list here.

*Leveling up now takes longer! You will need 10,000 xp for each level of Expert.

*More difficult challenges award more xp. Typical Journeyman level actions could grant up to 2-300 xp each, while Expert or actions will grant up to 1000 xp each. Higher risk, higher reward!

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

Ash made sure to read through this carefully. Although things didn’t look different, there were a couple of important changes. First, the deck size and priority cards were both different. He doubted he would end up filling up an action deck with fifty cards, but the option was there. If he ever found a spell he really loved, he might just spam copies of it over and over.

Advancing through to Expert Sorcerer is quite the accomplishment. Select one of the following boons.

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

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

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

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

*Limitless Source: Your mana pool is increased by 50%. You draw mana from the space between realities, and are unaffected by penalties associated with being in low magic zones.

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

Although he was disappointed to see the same list as before, Endless Pool had been replaced by Limitless Source, and Dragon’s Breath had been replaced by Dragonform. When he focused his attention on the boon, a huge example version of the card appeared, showing a man becoming a dragon.

The description read: Choose a dragon type when gaining this card. The choice can be made once, and once only. Spend high mana and extremely high stamina to assume the form of a dragon of the chosen type. You have all the benefits and hindrances of the dragon type, which includes, Adamantine Scale, Dragon’s Breath, Flight, Dragon’s Aura, and type-specific bonus abilities. Duration: 3 minutes.

This seemed amazing on its face, though he already had two cards better than ultra rare. Hyper rare was above that, and possibly another type of rare after that. Mythical cards and masterpieces also existed, which made him shake his head and snort.

“Okay,” he said, and went back to Limitless Source.

This ability seemed to imply that, first, he was going to be heading to the moon or something, and second, that he might actually be heading to different realities. Or that he would keep his mana even if earth changed back to its former self.

Now that was a thought. He wondered briefly how his spells would fare against advanced military technology like an attack helicopter. Then he realized he had no interest in having thousands of rounds shot at him per minute from very far away. He also had no interest in having guided missiles shot at him.

Still, Limitless Source sure sounded much better than the original boon. Both it and Dragonform were superior choices to the spell boosting boons. These seemed more like the standards you’d pick if you had a very specific spell that already worked, but you wanted it to work super well. He did use Fireball a hell of a lot, and would love it to have increased range or damage, but there was a way to boost it already: get another copy of Fireball, meld the two together, and get the double rare version. It was all but guaranteed to be better, and wouldn’t take up a once-only special ability choice.

That said, those spell boosters could work on any of his other Sorcerer cards. There was that.

The last one he really wanted to consider was Replicated Casting, which would be incredibly useful. His hope was to get a fifth card for his hand on any combat action, but that hadn’t happened. Now he’d have to run through essentially his whole action deck before getting a reshuffle and then a redraw. He wasn’t getting redraws from the deck until it was down to four cards, so sixteen draws. Also, he was messing with probability by adding Dragonscales and Fireball to his deck after casting Dragon’s Blood, so not even that was assured. Being able to cast his best spells over again was not a small thing.

If he wanted to look cool and feel awesome, he’d have gone with the Dragonform power, but it meant adding a card to his deck. If he wanted sheer effectiveness, the other two were prime candidates.

He decided on Limitless Source and purchased it. He wondered whether there were enemies that could lock you out of gaining mana, or if he could be slapped with a magic item that would stop him from gaining mana from the surrounding areas. He also wondered if he might end up traveling to another world after all. The blue and red mages seemed to have disappeared out of earth, and hinted at the existence of other realities. If he was headed there, he wanted to be able to cast his spells. The mana pool expansion was a wonderful extra bonus.

Congratulations! You have gained Limitless Source. It has been added to your character sheet.

“Okay,” he said, and before grabbing one of the boons from the Bard list, went to get his Not a Fighter card. Using the ability Versatile Hero, which he’d gotten from getting Master level in a skill, he pulled a Class Reset. This allowed him to meld together the Not a Fighter he’d gotten from Tinniel, back before this whole business began.

The result was called Supercasanova.

Supercasanova

Hyper Rare, Special Ability

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

Passive: The bard’s body is compatible with all other species. This ability extends to any partner engaged in carnal relations with the bard at any given moment.

Passive: Pleasure generated by carnal relations with the bard is enhanced. This enhancement stacks for each partner engaged in carnal relations with the bard.

Passive: rewards gained from carnal relations now include class specific and race specific rewards for any sexual partner involved.

Active: Your next Hearts (Charming) check has a strong chance to paralyze all enemies able to hear you clearly for up to 3 seconds. This costs extremely high stamina.

Active: You may emulate the true heart’s desire of one subject for an hour. This costs extremely high stamina and mana.

Requires: Bard class, Charming attribute Expert level 9 or higher, Cups Master level 1 or higher.

He goggled at the card’s effect. Three, count them, three passive abilities. Rewards for his partners. Pleasure was enhanced during sex. It stacked as the number of people grew. He could only imagine the situation the cloning potion would have created.

Then he looked over the requirements for the card, saw he was one Expert level away from both Charming and Cups, and threw back his head. Then he couldn’t help but laugh and laugh.

He’d spent literally all of his bonus xp on Diamonds. So, for the time being, he couldn’t add the card to his action deck. Well, he would make do without it for a few thousand more xp, then equip it. All would be well.

Sometime after recovering, he went into the boons page for his Bard ascension to Expert, to see about his bonus for hitting Expert. It was a lame concession prize after seeing Supercasanova and then having it be denied to him. Still, it wasn’t nothing, so he took a look.

Advancing through to Expert Bard is quite the accomplishment. Select one of the following boons.

*The Voice: All your buff abilities now also carry a corresponding debuff for enemies, (ie a speed buff will cause enemies to slow) though the debuff effect is half the buff potency.

*Thunderous Voice: You may heighten a bardic ability by adding high mana to its cost in order to double its range and duration, and add 50% to its potency.

*Captivating Voice: Charm school spells may be added to your action deck. You may cast these with stamina rather than mana.

*The Gift of Gab: any time you gain Relationship points from a successful check (be they positive or negative points), extend the effect or dampen the effect by a choice of an additional +4 or -4. In addition, your Good or Evil rating grants you double the effect when spent.

*Playing All the Parts: 3 times per day, you may transform yourself perfectly using low mana per minute. You may take any racial form you are capable of taking as a character race. This is a magical effect, though the changes are physical rather than illusory. The difficulty to discern that you are not who you claim is equal to your Diamonds (Lucky) check each time you don a new form.

*Lucky You: You may choose and gain a specific Bard ability for which you meet the requirements, once and only once.

This time, three of the abilities had been changed up. He couldn’t recall the name of what it had been before, but Playing All the Parts was pretty apt, if he wanted to be the intimidating bruiser one minute and the charming innocent the next. If he remembered correctly, it used to be a magical disguise, and now actually changed himself into someone else. As he’d seen with Rachel, that had its own series of advantages in the bedroom. In game terms he was almost certain it would mean bonuses to attributes like he’d gotten as an elf once upon a time, though the boost wasn’t much. More important was the chance to not be noticed as Ash.

Or in the bedroom.

He moved on from that one before his other head did the thinking for him.

The relationship mastery ability was now called The Gift of Gab. It had doubled its bonuses, and now gave him extra effect whenever he flexed his fame muscles.

A quick look at his Reputation rating made his jaw drop. It was currently at 136/200 points. He’d gotten a hundred and ten points for dealing the Horde a crippling blow, and then taking on a skyship mostly by himself, including a hero of higher level than he. This now gave him a Reputation of 4. Meaning when he spent one, he’d get the benefit for spending two.

Reputation said it was used on any social roll, for when you called up your heroic deeds and laid them out for the person you were trying to persuade, intimidate, or… seduce. Couple that with the Relationship bonus, and he’d be assured much more free xp just for chatting up some girl at the bar.

When he considered it more deeply though, the clearer it became that The Gift of Gab was better. Relationship rewards tended to slow way down as they wound towards a score of a hundred. Sure he would get a few bonus xp, but he had gotten a ton of xp when he’d level up to Lovers with Ashley. For the others, he wouldn’t have to slow down. Though it felt a little bit like cutting corners, unfairly cheating to get something that should only come naturally, he was sorely tempted. Sure he wanted to gain the girls’ trust by just relying on the system as it was, but… the system gave him the option of bonus Relationship points. This would undoubtedly be useful in clearing things up with Netsu and Mizu, settling things with Tinniel, and bringing Evie and Rachel up to Lovers quickly.

The last one he saw that was different was Thunderous Voice. He was pretty sure the old version only had the double range bonus, which now included duration and potency. It was like all three of the Sorcerer’s spell boost boons in one simple ability. Which seemed pretty awesome, except… buffing a Bard ability wasn’t really something he wanted to do presently.

He might end up being here in Expert for a while, and yes that might mean a lot of different and new Bard abilities, but right this moment, he was interested in auras, or mana.

He was about to make his choice when a being appeared directly in front of him. A snarling man Ash barely recognized in a tattered red cloak materialized out of a portal and slumped to the ground.

This was the final red mage who had helped usher in the apocalypse, and he was missing both legs above the knee, along with one of his hands. His face was blackened by severe burns, and the one eye had been melted to nothing.

Somehow, this man wasn’t dead. He raised his head and got up on the elbow sporting the burned—and fuzzy?—stump, grimacing from more pain than Ash could even imagine. A rictus grin spread over the living part of his face, and his one good eye blazed with mischief.

“You want her? Take her.”

In his one good hand, he held a crystal ball out to Ash to take. Inside was the blue mage staring up at him.

This is the end of Get Lucky 3: Retirement Civilization
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