
        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue- The Devil’s Own

Ash folded his arms and regarded the three startled mages sitting at the table before him.

“You three wouldn’t happen to know when the clean up crew from the Esotericum is going to arrive, would you?”

“What are you talking about?” The one asked him, but the notification came through his Charming (Clever): the man knew what he was talking about, and any subsequent interactions would be lies.

He smiled a disarming smile. “Guys, really, I hope we can dispense with the nonsense and speak to one another as though we all know the situation. We do, don’t we?”

“Why don’t you tell us what you think you know, and then we’ll tell you you’re delusional, that you should probably seek help, and we’re not the people you think we are?”

Where the first guy had been a painfully thin peasant-looking elf clad in brown robes, this second guy was a dwarf sporting a bushy beard streaked with gray and bound up with all sorts of charms and jewelry. He had a far more square face, with a bulbous nose tinged red from years on the sauce, and eyebrows that nearly obscured his forehead.

The third hadn’t spoken, but she was a half elf and half felinian, if he had to guess: she had the ears and the eyes of a felinian, but none of the fur covering her body. She too was in brown robes, but the way she glanced between Ash and the dwarf told him she was the dangerous one. She was looking for a time to strike.

Ash laughed. “Sure thing. I offer up all my information free of charge, you give nothing in return, and then you call me crazy. I love it.”

The dwarf spread placating hands. “Afterwards we’ll offer you a beer and to help point you in the right direction.”

Ash was just leaning in and beginning to speak: “The Esotericum—“ He got no further, when the felinian shot an arm forward and produced a blinding flash of blue magic. Ash had just been moving forward, and the blue beam went just wide of his shoulder, where it blasted against the tavern’s large iron chandelier.

The whole massive thing broke away from the ceiling. It crashed, making a colossal racket. Everyone turned to see the tavern keeper’s mother get narrowly missed by something that must’ve weight something like two hundred kilos. If she hadn’t had her hands in her lap, the chandelier would’ve broken both her arms, and probably severed them completely. Another few centimeters the other way and it would’ve crushed her skull.

At the same time, the mana crystals in the chandelier popped and exploded outwards. They went off like balloons that had just been released before being tied, flying every which way and emitting sparks as they went.

The dwarf got one of these directly between the eyes. Falling back off his chair and onto the floor, he got another mana crystal through the throat. The felinian took one in the shoulder and spun out of her chair, just to land on the stationary axe that another dwarf at the next table had propped against the back of her chair. She sliced her own throat open and started spraying blood directly on the dwarf lady in question. On her boot, to be precise.

Ash hadn’t moved from where his hands were splayed on the table of the Esotericum’s recon squad.

The dwarf had been holding his drink at the time and splashed it all over a high level half-orc and half-felinian. The offended half-orc stood, grabbed the Esotericum recon squad’s leader and snorted at the way he was clawing at his crystal-filled throat. Looking first toward the center of the room where the tavern keeper’s mother sat in shock and then anger, the half-orc received a nod of approval. He then threw the struggling dwarf a good five meters. He bounced once before smashing face first into all the bladed weapons on a weapon rack near the door. The half-orc stomped over toward him and pointed what looked to be a knife, but was actually a thick-bladed short sword in his gigantic hands.

Meanwhile the offended dwarf pressed her axe down at the felinian Esotericum recon squad member’s throat.

Ash hadn’t moved all throughout the chaos, but instead just stared at the skinny elf.

Blowing a commiserating breath out, he regarded the elf. “Oof. Would you believe none of these people in the tavern are allied with me? They just hate to have their dinner bloodied by people who can’t keep their spells in their pants. And now you’re stuck answering my questions, alone. What a shame.”

“Who—“

“Who do I think you are? Or who am I? Because we’ve been over the answers to both of those questions already and that’s tiresome. Let’s move on to a different series of questions.”

Swallowing loudly, the elf literally said, “Ulp.”

“The actual questions are mostly what. What have you already relayed to the Esotericum? What do they know? What can you tell me about the clean up squad? After that, we’ll move to when questions.”

“We don’t… we’re not…”

“Lie to me again,” Ash warned. “Watch what happens.”

The elf took a deep breath and looked to where his leader was trying to pick a halberd blade out of his face. “Sorry, I’m… I’m not… trained. You know. For this. Negotiations. Just, uh… just finding intel and sending it. Uh… I’m… I’m um…”

“Just tell the truth and you’ll be fine,” Ash said. “What does the Esotericum know about me and about earth?”

“Tayliss don’t,” the third member of their team rasped, the one who was just now trying to staunch the flow of blood from a nasty neck wound and figure out how she’d gotten so fucked when she’d been the one who attacked.

“If you speak one more time, I’m going to find out how much mana it takes to trigger a Full Revive Tayliss might or might not have on his person,” Ash said off-handedly. His focus never left Tayliss’s face.

“We uh… we send a report packet through aetherial channels every month.”

“Meaning the Esotericum has received… two of those packets?”

“One,” Tayliss replied. “We just sent along the first one twelve days ago.”

“Tayliss!” The half-felinian croaked, but Ash’s sigh and glance towards the angry dwarf put an end to her. A very short fight ensued, in which the dwarf landed a hard punch every time the Esotericum recon member began channeling a spell. The dwarf either had some kind of mana disruption ability, or the Esotericum mage was having trouble concentrating with a sliced neck and repeated blows to the head.

She stopped spluttering about five punches later.

“It doesn’t have to go like this,” Ash said. “I just ask questions, you just answer them, and then they charge you to clean up the blood and to fix the chandelier. Oh, and apologize to the tavern keeper’s wife, who you nearly killed.”

“We uh… we arrived on day one eleven,” the elf stammered. “After the initial conversion and reclamation team failed to report in.”

Ash nodded. This was nearly two weeks behind Kayle Jai’s assessment of a hundred days. It was now day one fifty six, according to her. Not yet six months into the apocalypse.

“There we go,” he said. “Keep going.”

“We uh… circumnavigated the planet, taking measurements. Documenting. We documented the Systerium’s efforts to unify. You were there… you were… having sex.”

Ash couldn’t help but throw back his head and guffaw. They had arrived and found him in the midst of having a sex-off against Omega, the other earthling who owned a significant part of the territory on earth, and had converted all of Asia and most of Europe to his own game system.

“Naturally, after you took command of the two other SRAC’s, we’ve been following you.”

“Define SRAC,” he said.

“Systerium Reclamation and Adjustment Crystal, the… the extension of your will over the system.”

Ash nodded. The girls he and Omega had trapped in the crystals. Most recently it had been Mae, and he was just about to travel to CivPunk to handle the situation and disappoint Jezebel.

“When does the Esotericum receive your report?”

“Um…”

He leaned in menacingly, dropping the facade of being the nice guy. “Tayliss,” he said, “You need to level with me. You three aren’t equipped for combat. I know you’re a burst and flee type of recon unit.” And then use powerful obfuscation magic to disappear and hide.

“I… how do you know that?”

Kayle Jai was how he knew that, but Ash didn’t let on. “I’ll ask the questions here. Now, how long before the Esotericum receives your report, and then how long before they respond by sending along the pacification squad?”

Tayliss gulped. “Listen, I don’t—”

“Stalling for time isn’t going to help. I know where your friends have their respawn points, and they’re being kept busy. And if you don’t cooperate, they’re going to be killed again. I don’t know how many Full Revives come standard issue, but I doubt it’s more than one.” The Esotericum might be the biggest organization in the entire multiverse, but they weren’t in the habit of sharing those resources with nobody peons whose only job was to watch and report. No, if the Esotericum itself was to be believed, they had much bigger fish to fry. The kinds of fish with innumerable mouths and tentacles, that sent ordinary folks to the sanitariums, or slowly transformed their cultists into bloodthirsty, babbling fish people. The crawling-nuclear-chaos-at-the-center-of-the-universe kinds of fish.

Tayliss gulped. “Okay. Okay. Please, don’t kill them.”

“We’re way past that,” Ash said. “When your original squad of mages came here to eradicate all eight billion people on the planet. My parents, my friends, my coworkers, my girlfriend, me, everybody.”

The elf winced at this one. Maybe it was contrition, or maybe it was an act.

“Now I’m going to ask you one last time. How long until the pacification team arrives?”

“I… I think the report needs to be processed. And, and, then it will be reviewed by a committee.” This gelled with what Kayle Jai said. “They’ll wait for another report. Afterwards the pacification team needs to be assembled, and, and, there’s… um, there’s a briefing session, there’s a requisition window, and then they’ll be here. I’d guess five weeks?”

“What happens if you send along another report on time?”

Tayliss just glanced toward where his superior officer was pinned to the weapons rack with an orc standing on his chest. “I can’t… not without my superior’s aura seal.”

“Fine. Let’s continue our hypothetical. Assuming your boss sends his report on time.”

“The pacification team goes on standby or moves to another open ticket.”

It amazed Ash to think his entire planet and the over six billion dead humans were nothing more than a file folder on someone’s desk, and the remaining billion and a half were only worth a squad of three members to watch for the planet to fall apart.

“What does the pacification team consist of? How many members? What kind of magic are they armed with?”

“I don’t know,” Tayliss said, then at the look was giving him, he waved his hands frantically. “I don’t know! I swear it. I’ve never met one. I’ve only heard rumors. Not good ones.”

“Who knows? Maybe you will,” Ash mused. He called out, “Baby?”

Ashley appeared a minute later, and at Ash’s nod, she bent and began healing the recon squad’s leader.

Ash let up on Tayliss, and as he strode away, the elf might have thought he hit the jackpot. Five different gorgeous women converged on him. It wouldn’t take him long to realize that the one made of water had a pair of wicked short swords glowing with magic power, the one made of lava and fire had a gigantic maul similarly enchanted, the fey was pointing a bow at him, the nellwyn with the curly orange Afro was holding a sniper rifle, and the felinian, though she was wearing a skin tight suit of leather armor, had a pair of daggers.

They tied up and muffled the three members of the recon team, making sure that they couldn’t cast any spells by hanging nullification pendants  around their necks.

“Be sure to empty out the mana reservoirs in those things every day,” Kayle Jai said. “Otherwise they’ll break and stop working.”

Evie peered over her shoulder at the backpack she’d constructed, where the crystal ball holding Kayle Jai’s tiny form  was clamped in like a diamond fixed into an engagement ring. “Every day, got it.”

“And don’t get so sexed up you forget.”

“Sexed up?” Evie asked. “Little old me? Who do you think I am?”

“I think you are nothing but a horny twenty year old girl in a very sexy adult’s body, constantly thinking of ways to get someone to bring you to orgasm.”

“That… is remarkably accurate,” Evie said.

“Can we cut the chatter?” Rachel asked. “At least until we get these ones in the brig.”

In short order they had the tavern fixed up, the mana crystals paid for, and apologized to the astonished tavern keeper’s mother. The poor women had stew all over her, from where the chandelier flipped her bowl and wedged it into the crook of a rafter.

And, just as soon as they were chained up in the brig, with the expensive ass mana draining chains Kayle insisted, Ash headed up on deck and whooped at the sky.

A teensy kobold peeked her head out, looking like the smallest, cutest little dragon there ever was. “What? What happened?”

Rachel disappeared and reappeared behind the kobold, grabbing her around the waist and tossed her up into the air with a grin.

“It worked,” Ash exulted. “It worked!”

“What worked, sugar?” Aria asked, and swiftly dropped down from the rigging of the sky ship. The green-skinned goblin sauntered out toward him, swaying her hips. Ash took her by the hands and began spinning her around.

“His new card,” Rachel said, rolling her eyes.

It wasn’t just any new card. Since he’d gotten Kayle Jai’s advice, and since they’d all gotten badass jewels embedded into their weapons, he’d thrown his two very best cards into his inventory with Deck Erector. It hadn’t taken long to generate the card Kayle thought he might need: The Devil’s Own Luck 

The Devil’s Own Luck

Special Ability, Ultra Rare

Passive: This card is always drawn if you have not already cast it from your action deck.

Activate this ability using high mana to use your Diamonds (Lucky) to cause fortuitous events to happen in order for you to evade enemy attacks and damage the enemy without needing to act.

Actual results are based on the difference between your Diamonds (Lucky) and your targets’ Diamonds (Lucky) or resistances. Damage results are based on local materials.

This ability is not considered an attack, and will not trigger a move into snap decisions.

Requirements: Bard or Sorcerer Master level 10 or higher, Diamonds and Lucky at Master level 25 or higher.

It had only been double rare to begin with, and called Luck of the Draw, but he’d quickly generated more copies of it and melded into a hyper rare. Then he’d melded two of the hyper rare versions—Lucky Bastard— into its current incarnation.

And it worked exactly as he thought it would. He’d quietly activated it, since it always appeared in his action deck until he’d used it, but the three recon specialists hadn’t reacted at all.

Ash smiled.

“You know you still have one system to overcome,” Kayle Jai said when Evie had come up on deck a minute later.

“Just let me enjoy something for once!” he cried.


1- Paradigm Shift

Ash looked over his character sheet. He’d been growing more accustomed to simply adventuring, selecting his spells with his mind and saying some magic words to go along with them, and just enjoying the fact that he was living a high fantasy wet dream.

Exhibit A: all the hot women around him in all the different fantasy races available. He had a catgirl, two nellwyns (one half nellwyn and half elf), a water girl, a lava girl, a fae with adorable moth wings, a goblin, and now a kobold who sometimes woke him up in the middle of the night by wrapping a prehensile tongue around his nethers.

And there were monsters! Oh, all the monsters. You had your customary assortment of plain old fantasy creatures: your folks of all different types, for one. Your lizard people, your hyena people, your fish people, spider people, snake people, dog people, cat people… any of those could be opponents. You had your elementals, some of which were just big amorphous blobs of water or air or earth or fire, and your humanoid elementals like Mizu the water girl, or Netsu the lava girl. You had your dire animals, all capable of swallowing a person whole. Dire fox, dire eel, dire hedgehog. There were all different types. Next came the amalgams: griffin was the most recognizable, but some things had hippo fronts with a zebra booty. Some were like giant rats up front with leathery bat wings and lizard butts.

And then even weirder things.

He was getting acquainted with different types of dungeons: the long forgotten underground whatever-they-were, that were mostly empty but had a few coins in them, and had been altered by whoever lived there now. The cavern systems, some added to and hollowed out by underground inhabitants, some natural. The tunnel systems, a lot of these made by dwarves, but some of them made by dwarves, lost eons past, and taken over by goblins, or trolls, or kobolds, or some combination of all three. The dungeons, where a castle used to sit. The ruins of long forgotten cities half buried by volcanoes, earthquakes, or extremely powerful ancient magic. The reliquaries and former holy sites. The reliquaries and former unholy sites, which were a totally different animal.

You had your tombs, like beneath the pyramids of Giza, which could be inhabited by undead, and you had your underground cities beset by monsters, who needed you to clean up the giant pest problems. Some of Ash’s favorite work was as an exterminator.

The weird byproduct of just living all this was that periodically, he forgot to take his level up rewards, and they got buried under layers and layers of system messages. Purely because he had gotten level up after level up due to having sex and improving his Relationship status with everyone he came across, the system was basically on easy mode.

Bottom line: he was just having too much fun to stop and have long stares into the middle distance. The system was getting in the way of his fun, and it felt like a chore, so he was doing it… periodically.

Add to this that Master of Haremonies had still been working when he periodically dove into other systems, meant that he accumulated tons of free experience even when he wasn’t playing here in the Spellcraft world. All he had to do was look at the free-to-spend xp total, throw all that into his classes, and boom!

No this wasn’t the most effective way of doing things.

Yes he knew that.

No he still wasn’t coming up against opponents that held much of a challenge, so no he didn’t feel compelled to go tighten up his action deck or any of the many, many game stats he just didn’t want to look at right this moment.

Right now the world was like playing video games, and the system was like doing his taxes. And, truth be told, he had enjoyed times before the apocalypse where he’d just banked levels and not spent the points, for ages. Ages and ages. And spent them when he started dying. 

It took him almost a month to finally beat the crab shack game that had the Atlantic Ocean territory, and in that time he couldn’t have looked into his level up rewards or xp bonuses unless he’d left the system.

So when he’d finally enjoyed Mae’s company carnally, and apologized to her for putting her into a crystal, it had taken him another week to realize he’d never taken advantage of his Master Bard upgrades.

And while they weren’t especially amazing, he had a boon to choose that was over six weeks old.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

Advancing through to Mastery as a Bard is an amazing feat. You may have been chased out of a lot of tavern bedrooms, with the owner screaming at you and then his comely daughter, or even his homely wife. You may have been chased out of town by people bearing torches and pitchforks, after it came to light that the monster had been lain instead of slain. 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.

*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.

*College Graduate: You are a graduate (somehow) of a Bardic college. Gain +50 Good or Evil Reputation for your deeds there, your choice. You may call upon the college to have a fellow alumni or staff member appear in the next large town (5,000 or more people) by spending 2 Reputation points.

*Lucky You: You may choose and gain a specific Bard ability for which you meet the requirements, once and only once.

He had, of course, chosen Lucky You.

This had led to him melding together The Devil’s Own, a card he thought he was going to love very much.

The others were… all right. Not things he could see himself using. Mainly when he went into combat, he ended up pelting his enemies with Sorcerer spells and yanking them around with Improved Telekinesis. That meant he didn’t need The Voice, Thunderous Voice, and he certainly didn’t need Captivating Voice. He had previously considered taking Playing All the Parts, but he wasn’t thrilled with taking on other faces. He wasn’t an actor. Although it would probably be fun, he couldn’t see much practical use in it.

College Graduate, however, had its potential uses.

That said, he was about to dive into another game system and wouldn’t be heading around to different locations, getting together with old college drinking buddies or former professors who had taught him the lute. College Graduate was out.

He had grabbed up quite a lot of cards that benefited him, but also a lot that were good for the girls.

He’d leveled his set of Blood cards to the double rare version, and was still searching for the way to upgrade and meld them to the next higher rarity. He also had an incredible item, a cape, that let him recast Bard ability cards with mana like they were Sorcerer spells, and let him sing out previously cast Sorcerer spells like they were Bard ability cards. He also got a pair of gauntlets embedded with crystals that granted him an expanded mana pool.

And then there was Waffles. He’d gotten another Familiar card, and after conducting the proper ritual, Waffles had… essentially stayed the same. The same dopey, wonderful golden retriever with silky fur who wanted belly rubs all the time. The same face-licking, huffing and chuffing good boy who would happily lay his head in anyone’s lap.

Now though, Waffles had an increased range. He had the ability to see not only color, but also ambient magic, aura magic coming out of a user, and the residual scraps of a person’s cast magic. He also had a much less prohibitive cost for casting Ash’s spells and abilities through him at a distance. He gained the ability to act more independently. Ash loved his pup and spent a lot of time aboard the ship just stroking his good boy’s fur.

Hell, he’d spent the whole time in the crab shack with Waffles right by his side.

He picked up improved versions of several of Tinniel’s Ranger arrow shots, making her Piercing Shot and Multi-Shot even more piercing and multi. She also melded and improved her Ranger xp card. This one gave her the opportunity to gain xp outside of the regular actions, like Ash’s harem card.

He got some skirmisher cards for Mizu, reducing the stamina cost to dart in and attack for extra speed and damage. He got her another card to add bleeding as a condition suffered by enemies whenever she struck them more than once, and yet another card that could hamstring opponents and reduce their movement speed. She already had some battlefield control options, as did Netsu. While Netsu could draw aggro with taunts and shouts, Mizu kept enemies focused on her with flashy swordplay, and high mobility. That meant intercepting enemies coming after her friends. It also meant slowing them down before they could rush off after Ashley in the healer position. Both of the twins had gem enhanced weapons already, since their positions on the battlefield had them taking the most damage.

Evie still held the top role for battlefield control, with her sticky goop shot that could immobilize opponents, but once she got the upgrade card from Ash, it now had a chance to paralyze them entirely. She could also use the goop shot on far off casters. With a headshot, casters would be prevented from speaking out the magic words. She still had the acidic shot, the fire and lightning shots, the ice shot, and a lighter purple one that rapidly sucked mana out of a target. She could load up a shell with a single blast of whatever, or she could stuff a shell with so much of that attack that it spread over a small area. She’d gotten into a rapid fire situation, and created a wall of earth with three quick shots.

Rachel got improved versions of her own mobility spell, a quick short range teleport. She also got an upgraded hide from view spell, keeping focus off her even though she needed to be in melee range. She got improved slipperiness, and this helped a lot with Ash throwing Fireballs and Tsunamis all over the place. This helped her take less damage from all attacks by simply dodging out of the way, tumbling or teleporting everywhere.

And Ashley. His sweet, astonishing first girlfriend. Ashley had been upping her game ever since she landed in the apocalypse and flailed around, looking for anything she could do to survive. Now that she had healing magic, she was the one helping others survive. She had added several resistance circles to her healing repertoire, and was getting more and more used to using them. These came in a few different types. The first was a large circle everyone had to stand inside, to receive a large buff and resistance. The second type was a personal circle, which would travel around the battlefield, typically with the twins, but provide a smaller bonus to resistance. Third, she had shielding and buffing spells to give her allies health drain, turn fallen enemy treasure into emergency healing, give them enhanced speed or perception, or enhance them with plain old holy armor. The favor of her goddess was strong.

Together, they were beginning to make a good team. For now, they still had a long way to go. They were still primarily doing things in the only way they knew how, and that wasn’t ideal. Shifting tactics from one situation to another wasn’t a smooth process.

When Ash had played Spellcraft, the enormous MMORPG that sucked people’s lives out hours and hours at a time, it had been the Cleric’s job to coordinate fights. They stood back and called shots out, seeing the battlefield overall. When it wasn’t the Cleric, it was rarely a person with a specialized class, like the Tactician. These were unusual because they weren’t a popular class, but the whole job of the Tactician had been to grant buffs to their team members. They had an array of auras based on teamwork and properly directing teammates.

Ash had never liked the job of the team leader, and didn’t much like it now. He wasn’t great at it, mostly because he was busy reacting to incoming threats to coordinate responses based on the powers he knew the others to have.

More and more, he was sticking around the home base while the girls went out.

Two reasons for this: one, he was Master level in both his classes and closing in on grandmaster, while they were mucking through Expert slowly. That meant any time they went together, he was upping the difficulty level for any Random Encounters. Two, he would be getting lower experience if they did hit any Random Encounters lower than his level. Three, he was getting more xp just trotting around town and giving people finger guns and winks. By now he knew the baker, his wife and seven children, ditto for the tanner, the butcher, the town’s several smiths, the whole clan of carpenters, the hermit mage who lived on the outskirts of town, the local guardsmen and women, the stonemason, the chandler, the mayor and all the gossip about the mayor. Hell, he was on a first name basis with the haberdasher and their whole clutch of little ones.

Ash’s girls pranced and sashayed into the tavern they had more or less rented in its entirety. Rachel waved her hands back and forth, wagging hips and switching tail, while Tinniel raised the roof, flying in behind her and bobbing merrily up and down.

Mizu burst into the room like she was on roller skates, spinning and sliding across the wood floor on one foot. Netsu uncharacteristically danced in as well, waving arms and spinning. She generated her own lava clothes, and right now it was a filmy thing, twirling up around her waist, along with extremely long flaming hair that freaked out most of the taverngoers. A lot of people stared, until it became clear she wasn’t burning the ceiling or setting the place on fire.

Ashley wasn’t in a dancing mood. She was, however, in a showing off mood. The half-elf, half-nellwyn with the platinum blonde hair and the prominent elfin ears stalked across the tavern like it was a runway and she was modeling the season’s latest fashions, one foot kicking up in front of the other and hips doing all the talking.

It didn’t even matter that she had on slinky clerical robes, with voluminous sleeves, the material was just transparent enough to give a good impression of the shape beneath, but not transparent enough to be uncouth. She had locked eyes on one person, and that person was her boyfriend. Eyeing him like he was a particularly delicious piece of meat she would soon be feasting upon, she stalked over to him, put one finger on his chest, and leaned in for a lengthy, tongue-filled kiss.

It didn’t matter that his tavern wench was standing right there and staring slack-jawed at them, nor did it matter that the rest of the taverngoers had their eyes on them.

Ashley seemed to notice the bar wench, and raked her eyes up and down the girl’s body. “Oh… is she coming to bed with us?”


2- COMIN’ IN HOT

Ash gave the bar wench an awkward smile and a little wave as she left in a daze the next morning. Then, after a series of groggy cleansing spells by Ashley, the worst of the hangover symptoms were gone and they were packing up to hit the ship. Then liftoff, out of the southern part of what used to be Spain.

The entirety of what had once been Africa had become something completely different, and as soon as they crossed the Straits of Gibraltar, the wall of magic that marked the end of one system approached.

The Wind Runner, a two masted flying ship with magi-tech repulsers and a number of awesome upgrades, was no longer the Wind Runner the moment they passed through it.

The whole crew of the ship turned out above decks to stare at the oncoming genre shift. Even Waffles was there, nuzzling up against Seffie and licking her face over and over again. The golden retriever’s tail wasn’t wagging though.

Ash once again experienced a feeling of approaching danger, one of those in-your-gut feelings that he was getting more often. He expected that this instinctual response was a factor of his Diamonds and Lucky being so astronomically high.

Ash had one last look at his character sheet and tried to memorize all of it for when they breached the veil separating game systems and it all changed… again.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 20, Bard, Master level 20

Good: 222/350

Reputation: 5

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero (Master)

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

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Lucky You (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 15)

Charming- (Master level 15)

Clever- (Expert level 4)

Fierce- (Expert level 2)

Lucky- (Grandmaster 42)

Quick- (Expert level 4)

Sly- (Expert level 2)

Tough- (Expert level 6)

Skills:

Arcana (Expert level 1)

Coins (Expert level 4)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Expert level 3)

Wands (Master level 9)

Diamonds (Legend level 99)

Spades (Expert level 2)

Hearts (Master level 1)

Clubs (Expert level 2)

In the time between beating the fishing game and discovering the recon team, Ash had been fortunate enough to level up both his classes to level 20. He’d been far more judicious with his attribute points, which he split between Attuned for the Sorcerer, Charming for Bard, giving 4 to each for a nice round score of Master level 10. The other 10 attribute points went directly into Lucky. In his second round of level ups, he had put 5 points into Attuned and Charming, then the remaining 6 into Lucky. Of the 27 skill points in the first round of leveling, he pushed 20 into Diamonds for a nice round 75, and the remaining 7 into Wands, because he felt it necessary to have a bit of a backup. With the second round, the final 24 skill points went to Diamonds, leaving him at an incredible 99 out of 100 levels in Legend.

Laughing to himself, he shook his head. It was a nice justification, but in reality he realized that all those points could’ve gone into Diamonds, and he wouldn’t have needed to lie to himself. The real reason was he felt a bit guilty for only having listened to Kayle Jai once.

And look at where he was: the highest level member of the team by a long shot. Only Mizu and Netsu had gotten out of Expert lately. All the rest of them were still picking their way through Expert. When your fastest and best chance of leveling was by doing combat with monsters, you were constantly in harm’s way.

Ash had a better way to level. Or rather, he had a better way to level just so long as they remained inside the Spellcraft game world. Because he was in the Master levels, the Random Encounters in the game world were automatically harder, almost too much for them to handle.

Which was why the girls weren’t coming with him.

“This doesn’t get easier the more we do it,” Ashley said, and clutched Ash’s hand. His adorable little half nellwyn, half elf girlfriend gulped quietly.

“Aww come on, Ashley,” Evie said, “where’s your sense of adventure?”

Ashley glared at her. Ashley wasn’t a gamer, and never had been. She was stuck on Ash like a tick, burrowed into his life and constantly trying to make herself impossible to shake off. She did not like the idea of marooning Ash in this unknown game system and then leaving with the spork. That, however, was what had to happen.

Rachel also had her hands on him. She had him by his left arm, his bicep, and was unconsciously massaging it over and over.

Tinniel was descending, landing on deck instead of using her fae wings to fly. Ash didn’t blame her. After all, if he could fly, he probably wouldn’t ever land.

Aria was clutching her hands to her chest. There was no surprise here; she loved her sexy, mischievous goblin form and definitely despised the way she’d changed back into a grandmother in her late 50’s when they’d entered Gallantir. She was probably going to try holding her breath until they returned back north across the veil again.

Mizu and Netsu held hands and stared much more resolutely at the oncoming magic wall.

It stretched from the ground to as far up as they could see. Although a bit translucent, it was also a bit reflective: the clouds they saw in it were mixed against blurry forms of something definitely not clouds beyond it.

They all held their breath the moment this happened, watching the ship shimmer, shift and change. Sparkling magic rewrote every speck of the ship, utterly transforming it. That same shifting, shimmering curtain of mana passed over the crew of the Wind Runner, transforming them as well.

Ash got the spork out of his inventory and clutched it. Gently. It was only a simple piece of plastic, after all.

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.”

This would have been disastrous, the change, if it hadn’t been for the spork. It would’ve meant, first, that they wouldn’t have been able to see the border between the two systems. They simply wouldn’t know to go through it. Second, it would have meant a total shift in their personal histories. Some of them would have simply become NPCs, non-player characters, with fixed dialogue and singular purpose. Some of them might just become merchants you could purchase items from, or upgrades. They might have just dispensed a couple lines of advice over and over again, or offered a quest to the Hero.

Aria had been one such, as had Tinniel. The former was still just the ship’s cook, while the latter had slowly converted into a player character in the Spellcraft system they’d just left.

Without the spork? Ash would have lost the memory of who he was, becoming someone else completely. There was no way of knowing what that would be. Brash young mech pilot was what he ended up becoming.

The ship was now a dropship. It was rusty and clattered from cables, hoses, and various science fiction parts that had been broken and replaced a dozen times over. Somewhere down the hall the bulkhead was leaking steam, and Evie was already cursing her luck. She grabbed a pair of tools from her backpack, which had transformed into a mobile toolbox.

“Ah shit,” she muttered, in a weird voice. Ash turned to see that Evie had turned into a maintenance robot, sporting a number of arms curled around her midsection. Her head was little more than a box the size and shape of a bedside alarm clock, and the LED eyes rolled. Her chest read EVIE in big painted letters that had been faded, scratched and peeling, with tiny words beneath, but he didn’t have a chance to get a look at them.

“I guess I’ll go fix the goddamn ship,” she said, then stopped and turned back to him. “Just promise you’re going to finish this dumb system as soon as possible, okay?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Good. Because I can’t imagine you’ll be having any impure thoughts about a maintenance robot.”

He grinned, and gave the robot’s ass a firm swat. “You never know.”

“Ha. Ha.” EVIE stalked away as best she could, since she was essentially a garbage can on a large wheel, with struts that extended down if she needed to anchor in place.

“Waffles?” he called. “Hey, boy! Where are you?”

“Down here, Captain,” Seffie said over the intercoms, which hissed and sputtered with static. “You’ll want to see this.”

After a number of shared looks, they all started down, trying to figure out the layout of the ship. It seemed to be built in the vein of a World War II submarine, with cramped corridors, exposed piping and systems, and absolutely no elevators. Instead everything seemed like a catwalk, there were short staircases basically everywhere, and one larger staircase down to the cargo and loading bay.

It went from sub to grand hall in the space of a second, and suddenly there was an elevator. The huge platform, easily four meters wide, was ringed with yellow caution tape and had a jumbo gate that rose to waist height. They all packed into it, already goggling at the main feature dominating the bay: the large mech suit.

“Is that…” several of them asked at once.

“Waffles?” Rachel asked breathlessly.

Seffie was wandering around the mech down below, some ten meters, slowly circling and staring up at all the angles, all the carbon scoring, all the rusty bits. She had transformed into a loading bay assistant, complete with the same uniform Rachel was now wearing. It was worn and a little frayed in places, but aside from reading Specialist Seffie on her name tag, it now also read MASCOT in big letters across her back. She was a petite brunette now, with a tight ponytail held in place by a thin ribbon.

Nobody was looking at her though. All their attention was on the gigantic mech suit before them. It was an old BattleMech middle weight type: humanoid, but with huge feet to help stabilize it, and no head. Instead it had a cockpit in the upper chest area, and a sensor suite where the neck and head would be. The whole thing was chunky and painted in olive green, but with several places in a yellow color that somehow fit. The missile bays in the large shoulder areas looked decidedly waffle-ish, painted yellow and in a circle. More realistic paint dripped down from various spots, simulating syrup. Above both of the missile bays, the game had painted COMIN’ IN HOT in red letters, and steam.

Later, they’d find that across the back of the mech’s hands, where a lot of the punching would happen, one hand was painted with WAFFLE and the other hand with IRON.

A number of specs and menus opened up in his field of view just looking at the thing, showing off the potential damage of the missile swarms, the armor layering and protection, the reflexive nature of the cockpit and the sensor capabilities, but Ash knew all that was for later. For now, he had to say his goodbyes—

A shout from behind them.

It turned out that Aria was also a robot now. Like Evie, she had several sets of extra arms, all but two now curled around her boxy torso. ARIA was printed in big, peeling white paint. Beneath, it read Artificial Restauranteur: Intelligent Automaton.

“I didn’t mind your real self,” Ash said. “You’re a lovely person. And you odn’t look so bad like this.”

“Bless your heart,” ARIA said in her robot voice. “Somebody’s getting brownie cookies for dessert as soon as we get back. But I’ll second what Evie said: finish this, and quickly. It’s been several days since Mama had that D, and she wants it again.”

It was a bit weird to hear this come out of a robot, but he’d also heard a lot weirder.

“Speedrun engaged,” he said, then shouted out. “Hey EVIE, what’s your chest say?”

“It says beat this fucking game in record time!” she shouted back, before the sounds of pipes banging assaulted them.

***

“The plan is to remove ourselves from this game zone right now, and report back with the spork every week. Finally, we’ll return to pull you out before it becomes necessary to force the recon team to file their next report,” Mizu and Netsu told him later. Both had reverted to being stunning Japanese girls just out of their teens, only now they were dressed in flight suits, like he was.

Or, in point of fact, mech pilot suits.

“You’re sure about this,” Mizu half-asked, half-said.

Her fingers were twined into her sister’s, and they were nervously stroking their thumbs against one another’s hands. Ash gave them a quick hug.

“I know it’ll be hard, but you two need to be the leaders here.” Along with Evie, the twins were in charge. Mizu was impulsive and would try to make snap decisions, Netsu would be far more level-headed about things, and Evie would be the deciding vote if such a thing was necessary.

Mizu melted into his arms and gave him a long, lingering kiss. She ground herself into his crotch, and moaned a little, right in front of her sister. “Hmmmm…”

Ash didn’t want to wait too long. They were maybe five weeks away from having an ultra powerful unknown enemy gunning for the planet, but hopefully longer. He disengaged from Mizu and, when Netsu also turned to follow her sister, took her by the wrist and enveloped her into a strong embrace.

“You be good,” he said.

“I’ve been so good,” she breathed. “After the… since the…”

Since she’d stolen from him and nearly killed him.

“Continue being good,” he told her, and rang his hands over her perfect curves. She was exactly the same size and shape of Mizu, them being twins, but somehow Netsu made it seem sluttier. It wasn’t that her butt was springier, but maybe the way she breathed on his neck made him want to bounce those perfect cheeks.

“I’ll be so good,” she told him. “So good. I’m sorry.”

“I know you are.”

Ugh, he had a strong urge to put her on her knees and just use her mouth right now. Instead he sent her on her way and beckoned Tinniel over next.

Ash then bent and gave her a long hug. “Your main job is to make sure Netsu doesn’t do anything to undermine her sister, and be the peacemaker if they start to go at one another.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Level up as much as you can, obviously. You have Ashley, so use her as needed, but don’t take insane risks.”

“Okay.”

His farewells went a bit overboard after this. As soon as he had a word with Ashley, the ship’s medic, she immediately insisted on getting his clothes off. When that led to him taking her against the mech’s huge foot, he soon had Mizu and Netsu begging for their turn. He took the two of them together, one after another. The one taking him groaned, loud tortured sounds, while the other pressed up against him and begged him to fuck her harder, make her cum. Afterwards Tinniel ambushed him, dragging him into a maintenance closet to shyly demand a proper goodbye. So he gave her a hard sendoff, picking her up and wrapping her legs around his waist while holding her entire bodyweight. Helpless to do anything but take his hard thrusts over and over again.

Ash loved his body’s new ability to simply hoist the bodyweight of an entire petite woman and hold her up while thrusting upwards from below. He’d never been able to do this with Ashley for two reasons: one, she weighed close to 70 kilos, and two, the apocalypse had completely reformatted his entire body. He was now All muscle and barely any fat.

Ashley came to him again, wanting to be last, and demanding the most. She came on his tongue, she came again while riding him, and yet again with him drilling her against the wall. She also wanted him to finish inside her, a fact he found very surprising. He gave her what she wanted, and she came at almost the same time. It was a good thirty minute session that ended with him needing a break in his bunk. At that point, Rachel came in.

“Nope!” he said, chuckling. “Can’t. She’ll be back in here if she knows you had me too. And I’ve already cum three times… the next one is going to be painful, and Ashley will demand me again.”

She smiled. “I know. I wanted to let you know that I warmed up Waffles. He’s ready for us.”

He nodded, and closed his eyes. “All right. Just ten more minutes…”


3- No Danger

The cockpit wasn’t at all like Ash anticipated it. The moment he was all the way inside and Rachel closed the door, the whole thing quickly filled with a bluish gel that smelled faintly of some flower he couldn’t place. Iris? Jasmine? Rose? He was pretty sure it wasn’t rose.

He got as far as, “Um…” when the gel encased his head and went all the way up to the ceiling. Some of it then slipped beneath his bare feet and hardened, getting him elevated a bit.

“Initializing Mecha interface,” a pleasant female voice said. “Please keep your legs and body steady.”

“What the hell is g—” He cut off the moment he realized he could both talk and breathe. The gel didn’t didn’t gloop into his mouth and nose, nor did it get steamy or sticky from his breath. Fresh air flowed in through it.

He also had total freedom of motion. He raised his hand up in front of his face and noted the bluish outlines of the mech surrounding his hand in his vision. Also, the gel wasn’t visible any longer, but instead showed him the exterior of the mech itself in the bay.

“Rachel?” he asked.

Her voice came directly into his ears. “I know. It’s very strange at first, but it’s going to feel natural after a few minutes.”

“I can’t wait.”

He had expected the gel substance to feel slimy, or to get sweaty from being completely encased in the stuff, but neither happened.

“Now repeat: Cockpit Initialization Procedure.”

He repeated the words and watched as a series of commands went through the heads up display in front of his face. The gel had gone not transparent, but tuned into his perception somehow, projecting the world as it would appear from the top of the mech. When he turned his head the view shifted with him. Looking over his shoulder gave him the same result. It was far better than driving a car or piloting the ship, because you couldn’t see what was under the ship. The mech had at least one camera situated in the groin region, which displayed directly below him and all the way around, as if the machine had become fully in sync with him, and vice versa. He could see the rear ankle area, peer around to the back of the elbow, and none of it felt anything but natural.

When he squinted, image magnification kicked in and he could zoom in on the smallest details in the cargo bay. Focusing on a specific object gave him technical specs of whatever he was looking at. He brought up Seffie, who was staring in wonder at the mech, and it read

Human. Unarmed and unarmored. No Danger. Hit points: 1

Relaxing his eyes brought the image smoothly back to regular vision.

The part about Seffie’s hit points bothered him. He could no doubt crush her in the mech’s grip without issue, but wanted to make sure that didn’t happen.

“How do I bring up the weapons system?”

“Armaments and available ammunition can be displayed by voice, or I can have them on permanent display, as per your wishes. These can be adjusted in settings or by verbal query.”

Ash didn’t mind the soft, feminine voice of the mech’s interior, but thought it should’ve been male, since his dog familiar had been male.

“Can I designate targets as friendly and make sure weapons are never used against them?”

“Of course.”

“Let’s go ahead and label all the whole dropship and ally and friendly. No weapons are to be used against any of the people presently on this ship.”

“Preferences recorded,” the voice told him. A number of yellow-orange outlines of the various different girls appeared, zooming in from deeper in the ship, where they were walking and speaking with one another. Their outlines briefly flashed to a green color, then a blue color, and the word FRIENDLY appeared over them. This also included the ARIA and EVIE bots.

His view of the ship, a schematic outline version, zoomed out until the whole ship could be seen. It too had been in yellow-orange, but flashed first green, then blue. FRIENDLY appeared in large blue letters, before it vanished.

“That was nice and easy,” he muttered.

“It is my duty to serve,” the voice said.

A number of other commands appeared and disappeared just as quickly, but soon holographic icons faded into being in front of his eyes: Energy, which was a full stack of about twenty thin bars. Next came Body, which showed him tiny mech icons.

“What does Body represent then?”

“This is the number of hits your mecha can take without shutting down.”

“Are you serious? Only five?”

Seffie had a single hit point. His mech had five?

“The structural integrity of the unit will fail and it will shut down after five hits. It will be necessary to repair and reinitialize the unit after this happens.”

It was a game after all. He could suffer five hits before the mech shut down and that was that. He’d have to suck it up and accept that fact.

“Lift your left foot, please,” the voice said, and he did so. In his periphery, the mech’s gigantic foot rose into the air, and stayed there. He wiggled his foot a bit, and watched as the mech’s foot followed suit.

“Unreal,” he breathed.

“Please place your left foot down slowly, and raise your right foot.”

He followed along, watching a replay of the first foot.

“Please demonstrate a short jump,” the voice requested, and he jumped just a bit. To his amazement the mech responded swiftly, and some thrusters deployed from the lower legs to give him some ups. Still, the responsiveness was amazing.

Ash then jumped higher, swung a fist, cracked one fist into an open palm, and then was given a number of verbal commands he could use that just weren’t possible as a human: ‘swivel torso,’ for instance, so he could attack backwards, and ’fire salvo’ allowed him to pop open the two waffle-shaped missile pods in the mech’s shoulders, then blast a number of tiny rockets out at short range.

The salvo depleted one of his hit points.

“What is happening?” he asked. “Why did I lose a Body point?”

“The micro-missiles will automatically regenerate using the Mecha’s armor plating,” the tutorial voice explained. “This is a process that reconfigure’s the mecha at the nano level.”

Still, the salvo would deal a high amount of damage, far more than what he could do with his metal fists.

Rachel’s voice once again came over the comms. “Looks like you’re about done with the setup. We’re going to get the rapid initialization routine up and running so you just jump into the gel and start running around.”

“We are?”

“The other option is to put the mech on auto defense posture protocol, but the system recommends against this, because we could be thrown around while we’re in here and it fights for our lives.”

“Um… all right then, I guess.”

“Repeat after me: Rapid Initialization Protocol Setup.”

“RIP?” he asked.

She chuckled. “Shit, I didn’t see that. Yes, Rapid Initialization Protocol Setup.”

The RIPS was over quickly, and now allowed Ash to hop out of the mech for short stints. If the mech shut down he’d start in his last available save point with an inferior powered armor, which he would use to carry supplies back to it in order to power it back up. The powered armor was a dinky, pathetic thing, and did less damage. It had only four max Body points and fifteen max energy instead of the usual twenty. The good news was that it would keep him safe from the atmosphere out there, and the weaker of the denizens he’d be fighting.

“So… I’m ready? I’m ready. I feel ready.”

This was a lie. He felt far from ready. Five Body points? A special attack that consumed his Body points? The tutorial voice in the mech had told him already that energy would have uses soon, meaning it presently did nothing. He wished he still had a character sheet, and that his character sheet reflected all the upgrades, leveling, bonuses, boons, spells and abilities he’d gained in Spellcraft over the months he’d played there.

“Are you sure you don’t need someone with you?” Rachel asked. “I could come down to the surface with you, keep the powered armor in tip top shape… I could run some missions or levels while you’re sleeping, that kind of thing.”

He grinned. “You’re just trying to get into my pants, pet.”

“You could de-stress whenever you’re not feeling great,” she kept on suggesting. “I feel like there’s room enough in that gel room for two, and hey! The whole room is full of lube.”

He laughed and laughed. “Get in here, you perv.”

Maybe they really could go at it while encased in the gel. It was some kind of nanite stuff made to help him interface and remain secure behind thick armor plating, so it wasn’t made for sex.

Still, Ash knew perfectly well that anything invented, ever, was eventually used for porn.

When Rachel finally made her way into the cockpit, he had drained the gel out and gotten his flight suit halfway off.

Rachel was second only to Ashley in height, being just a few centimeters shorter than Ash, and the game system had been very kind to her. She now had nearly impossible proportions: wasp waist, flaring hips, huge bust, and acres of brown hair that still looked enormous after being braided up. She was in the middle of unzipping the coveralls that marked her as mech support staff, pausing when he raised his hand.

“What?” she asked.

“Your cleavage like this… fuck.”

She peered down. “Ohhh you like this, do you?” she asked. She unzipped a little more, and then a little more, until they were practically bursting out of it. As she unzipped just a teensy bit further, she fell to her knees and thrust her chest up at him. “Does Master want to ravage his pet’s big, round tits?”

He loved the idea that the choker he’d given each of them remained in its original state when they crossed over into other game systems. The steel ring glinted from its place between the two thick leather bands. The tiny steel spikes still jutted the leather bands. It was still wider than the chokers belonging to the others. Best of all, a leash appeared in his hand, bound to the gleaming silver ring any time he got within a meter of her. Her fingers drifted up to touch it any time she was starting to get horny. She was touching it now.

Above that, Rachel looked just as ready to have him inside her as he was.

Ash fisted his erection once, grinning down at the lewd sight before him. Rachel licked her lips, and before he could slide between her huge tits, she bent forward and slipped the head into her mouth.

“Someone’s looking to get punished,” he said quietly.

She sucked him off with expert skill and slow, measured strokes. He slid his fingers through that thick, wild red hair of hers and groaned, which transformed into a growl. That got her startlingly green eyes to focus on him, and she finally released him from her mouth.

“Punished?” she asked, obviously excited about the prospect.

He slid his length into her deep cleavage and used the lubrication she’d already given him to slowly grind up and back down.

A titjob was one of those mythic acts that he’d always wanted to do but never got around to demanding from Ashley. When it came time to do the deed, he was underwhelmed. The only amazing part of this was Rachel’s glassy-eyed expression.

She was getting more out of this than he was.

“Is your mind ever out of the gutter?” he asked lightly.

“No, sir,” she said, and bent to capture the head between her lips as it came up.

Okay that was much better. He could get used to that.

He watched her work, sliding her body up and down the length of him, pausing to get it in her mouth. The sight of her squishing her boobs together and working so hard below him, serving him, was far more erotic than the actual sensations. It was a good appetizer, but he wanted the main course.

“Waffles,” he called. The computer system had given him the option of naming it, and saying the name brought the lights up. “Fill the cockpit with the gel, if you would please.”

The actual cockpit was built to give him impact dampening, so it was almost bedroom sized. Ash helped Rachel to her feet and out of her clothes while the gel coalesced around their ankles. She giggled at the sensation of getting her foot out of it, and out of her last pant leg, and then squishing her foot back into it.

He took some time to appreciate her naked form while he still had the chance. This was the gray-haired catgirl who had turned into a succubus once upon a time, who had been the focus of a demon’s control over him and his girls.

He ran his hands down her flat tummy and over her wide hips, and pulled her close.

“I am about to give you something to remember me by,” he breathed.

Her breath caught in her throat. “Evie was talking about… about that.”

He had almost forgotten that he’d given Evie a full load during their suit up in the Gallantir game world.

He hardened even further thinking about how she’d begged him to put a baby inside her. It should’ve been Ashley, really, to get pregnant with his child first. Her place in the girlfriend hierarchy basically demanded it. She would look amazing with a swelling belly, and even bigger boobs than normal. At the same time, Ashley never seemed like the right candidate to be a mother.

Rachel stroked him and pressed her nipples into his chest. Meanwhile, the gel had risen to their thighs, and soon the cool substance flowed over their abdomens, making both of them sigh and shudder.

“Mizu was talking about it too,” she told him, and pressed herself against his shaft. She seemed to have an instinctual understanding of just the pressure necessary to tease and excite him. She flexed and got up on her toes, dragging herself up and down the length of him while the gel enveloped them.

Mizu was the most fervent, for some reason. He had unlocked a truly insatiable woman in Mizu, a person who hadn’t existed when they met. After the first time, Mizu had come back and demanded load after load, as deep inside her as possible. With Evie it had been a one-off, a product of the passion of the moment. Mizu was on a mission.

“I wonder if Mizu told Netsu she couldn’t get pregnant,” he mused.

“Mizu is going to have your child,” Rachel breathed, and maneuvered the head against her opening. The gel was cool and comforting with each move, like they were in a vat of hand lotion. “That is so hot.”

It was. The thought of it turned him on enough that he had to take care not to blast off too quickly now.

“Does Master want his fuck pet to grow a baby in her belly?” Rachel asked, putting an extra burst of innocence into the question. “Will Master fuck his pet full of his juices again and again just to watch her belly grow?”

Ash grabbed two fistfuls of Rachel’s glorious ass and growled in her ear. “Submission.”

For the briefest moment, the choker around Rachel’s neck flashed with power. She immediately sagged into him and came, hard. Shuddering and groaning, her knees just about buckled and she basically impaled herself on him. Taking her thighs in hand, he lifted her and commanded the gel to solidify beneath and behind her, leaning slightly back so he could really pound away.

She responded immediately, calling his name and wrapping her arms around his neck to draw him in for a lengthy and tongue-filled kiss. All the while, he kept slamming down into her, making her squeak and cry out into his mouth.

“Master,” she breathed when they separated.

“Yes, pet?” he asked, not stopping. She was so wet and so warm, and she felt incredible.

“Again… please. When I… when I ask…”

“Greedy pet,” he said, grinning.

“I’m… I’m gonna… please, Master.”

“Submission, pet,” he said indulgently, and held on for the chaos that was to come. Her orgasm had already been on approach, but now seemed to redouble in intensity by the way she arched away from the gel.

It took some time for her to calm, but eventually she took him by the cock and slowly eased him out. Then, instead of pushing him away from being overwhelmed, she drew him back… toward the other hole.

“May I?” she gasped.

“You’ve been a good girl,” he told her. He still had one charge invested in the harem’s emblem that he could use, and he was determined to make it work as best he could. So he pushed, hard, and ordered the gel to clean and lubricate her back there. Finally, through the heat and tightness, the head popped into her rear end and she gave a loud groan.

“I can’t believe,” she gasped. “I can’t… believe… you’re so… you own me.”

The feeling was incredible, matched only by the words she’d spoken and how they worked on him. His ownership turned him on, her tight confines turned him on, and the pleasure of the last ten minutes of pounding turned him on. He was close now, edging closer.

“It’s time…” he managed, through gritted teeth.

“Master!” she said. “Please.”

At the last moment, he removed himself from the wrong hole, and pushed deep into her pussy. He finally gave in and let go up inside Rachel, and he spat, “Submission!”

She came, and hard, babbling about how he’d cum inside her for real, just like Evie and Mizu. Now she might have his baby.

He really really had to save the world now.


4- Metal Slugs and Megasquitos

Ash was ready after another few minutes of sweaty panting, though he found himself clean, dry, and not nearly as tired as he thought he should be. Of course, the gel could keep him clean, fed and watered for what was about to be a whole lot of adventuring in a gigantic robot. It wouldn’t take too much room in the huge construct to store food and water, though he had Waffles add the nutrient and water reserves to the HUD.

As he did, a notification appeared.

Achievement unlocked! Ten Meter High Club.

You’ve been inside a cockpit while in the cockpit. For having another body in your mech, the construct gains another Body Point.

Reward: +1 Body Point

Ash laughed in amazement and amusement. Sure enough, a sixth Body Point, a tiny little mech silhouette, appeared on his heads up display.

Well, that was a nice bonus he hadn’t foreseen. Although he was going to try and make this game system a quick win, he would explore some of its darker and more remote corners. If this game went the way he thought, he’d need to do so regardless.

Mizu and Netsu announced a few minutes later that they were over the drop zone. This was the designated starting zone, to give new mech pilots the necessary introduction to the place without putting him in an alien infestation pit he wouldn’t survive.

Which was how, after a tense wait, he suddenly felt the gel tighten around him and slowly shift him upwards as he fell.

The feeling of weightlessness only lasted a second or so, but it was enough to scare the hell out of him. Ash had fallen quite a few times toward his death, but in every instance before, he’d been ready to handle it. He routinely had on Telekinesis to guide his descent or stop it entirely, putting him gently down on the ground.

The thrusters beneath his feet engaged when he was just a dozen meters off the ground, and he quickly sloshed through the gel towards the floor of the cockpit. He still didn’t experience any fall damage, and neither did Waffles. He and Waffles both touched down in his best approximation of a superhero crouch.

The female voice came over the comms as he peered around at the game world proper.

“Years past, earth was contacted and then ravaged by a force of alien refugees. Although they arrived, wars with other alien species had mostly crippled their ships and their finest weapons. Although their efforts to repopulate earth worked, to a degree, their efforts to destroy earth’s military went far worse.”

What lay before him was a twisted amalgamation of a future North Africa and an alien wilderness. Enormous flora and fauna littered the area. Spiky shrubs some five and ten stories high grew from the ground, in the middle of the roadways, and in places, they grew straight out of the skyscrapers.

“Your mission,” the woman’s voice said, “will be the destruction of the Vorquethar remnant, and secondarily the eradication of any flora and fauna from the Vorquethar homework found down below. The belief is that any terraforming, or xenoforming efforts will cease once the Vorquethar remnant is discovered and destroyed.”

The buildings felt… intentionally arranged. Not only were they absolutely wrecked beyond the one road before him, the spiky death shrubs were far, far more numerous the further away from the one path available to him. Even though he was in a thirty meter tall mech, it wasn’t going to be possible to veer off the path. Everywhere he looked, it seemed impossible to go anywhere but straight ahead.

“This… is a platformer, isn’t it?”

A short bluish holographic line now extended into the distance, detailing the optimal path onward. That path went up and over a large section of downed building, further into a distanced marred by the haze of air pollution, and then out of sight.

“Yeah, platformer,” he muttered. For now, he was so lost in the goings on here that he forgot that the spork was on board the ship, with the girls. It would cause him to panic… later. For now he was excited.

Most of it was little more than concrete, dirt, and the alien plants. These were silicon based lifeforms, expelling a fine dust into the air. Metal was almost nowhere to be seen, though he did count weeds and smaller plants poked their way out of the broken roadways and shattered buildings in certain places. Deadly alien vines vied for the same space as weaker earth greenery.

He tried punching the enormous, spiky plant that bordered this portion of the beginner area, only to meet absolute resistance. The thing puffed out a cloud of heavy dust, and efforts to begin climbing resulted in warnings that his mech was unsuited for this sort of terrain, and would likely take damage if he continued. So he did the only sensible thing: he backed off and engaged the missile salvo.

The two waffle-painted panels on the mech’s bulky shoulders sprang open and immediately, the armor receded a bit to begin generating another salvo of micro missiles. Even as the missiles, about the size of Ash’s arm each, shot out and created a cloud of dusty debris, he knew it was for naught. The only actual result was that several spiky arms of the plant had been broken off and now hung limply.

Inside though, interestingly, was a reddish purple glowing energy. That energy hovered in place, drifting up in reddish or purplish motes before dissipating. After a good ten seconds or so it dissipated fully.

“A resource I don’t know how to use yet,” he guessed. He considered asking Waffles to elaborate, but decided it would be more fun to find out as he went. Someone or something would explain when the time came to use these. For now he had five Body points remaining out of a possible six. 

Kayle Jai had been right. When she’d done her reconnaissance about the types and number of game systems, it appeared that one of each type was represented. Spellcraft represented MMORPG games, while Gallantir had been a First Person Shooter with tactical elements. That CivPunk game was a classic civilization and war game, while Nova Corridor was Real Time Strategy. Omega had gone through a fighting game, and then a racing game, so those were both covered. The crab restaurant was the strange one, being a cozy, casual builder type game he had never played back in the pre-apocalypse world. None of those had been a platformer.

“You see before you a single path untouched by the vagaries of warfare. It teems with alien and human life, some of it hostile to your presence, some ready to aid you in your quest.”

“And what is that quest?” he asked.

“Though vanquished, the heart of the alien invasion yet beats. Unfortunately, the forces of earth have been decimated. In the aftermath of the struggle against the Vorquethar invaders, the peoples of earth turned on one another. Untainted water, food sources, and other resources came under attack, leaving a scant few willing or able to respond to the imminent return. Reports out of this wasteland indicate that the Vorquethar may yet rise up, and it is your job to determine how dangerous this is. While your nation slides toward the brink of extinction, you fight not for your homeland, but for humanity. This is your quest, hero.”

“Ah.”

Rather than listen to more of that, he set off down the path. He pumped his legs, and the mech mirrored his movements perfectly. If he needed to jump, like he had to do over a half-destroyed wall, thrusters in the mech’s feet gave them the ups they needed.

The mech plodded onward, with Ash checking the polluted, hazy air for any signs of alien resistance.

The first evidence of this came in the form of a gigantic insect. The thing looked like a cross between a slug and a heavily armored beetle. It inched its way slowly toward him, eyeless and stupid. Reddish purple light glowed in between sections of chitinous carapace.

Though hesitant to take damage, this was clearly the tutorial session. With luck he’d find a way to heal up body points as he took damage. And there was only one good way to find out how to go about doing the job he’d been contracted to do: punch the shit out of it.

His fist shot forward and hammered into the bug’s carapace, and it actually forced the whole mech backwards, by two whole meters. Still, huge cracks appeared in its buggy armor, leaking more of that sullen red light. He walked forward and slammed his other fist into it, killing it.

Reddish energy burst out of the dead bug, which swirled up and into the mech. Almost immediately on the heels of that, the mech sent out two smallish drones to retrieve ‘two units of organic matter.’

Apparently, units of organic matter were going to be currency in this game. He just hoped he found folks to trade with.

He found several other large bugs creeping around in the distance. These things were easily ten meters tall and wide, and maybe twenty meters long. The size alone should have bothered him, but strangely it wasn’t an issue; the mech’s projection made him feel like he was just a guy, and he was punching his way out of problems.

The problem came when he discovered the first of what would be many flying alien insectoid creatures.

The thing could have passed for a moth crossed with a mosquito. It had a long, sickle shaped beak, kind of, and fuzzy antennae, but the things that passed for wings were just glowing thruster-like things, or those repulsers like from Gallantir.

It went berserk on seeing him, hovering down towards him while squawking and snapping its beak. He didn’t think he could just grab onto it, and the beak was too long for him to grab onto its body. He didn’t want to try jumping and attacking, which he felt would be a weaker attack. He didn’t want a two-hit monster to become a three-hitter.

He settled on just uppercutting the big fucker in the jaw. Again, he experienced the knock back, like he was punching something that weighed a fucking ton. Luckily the bug thing was also rocked back away from him. The next punch killed it dead, and like the first bug thing, exuded reddish energy from within. It also dropped two orgmat units and some more of the reddish stuff.

So far so good.

He continued on until he came to a place where his path was blocked. Or rather, where his path went up. This came in the form of a downed building, which required him to jump over a chasm of broken glass, snarls of rebar, and dusty, impenetrable darkness. Too small for the mech, and too dangerous for Ash.

“How breathable is the atmosphere?” he asked. Platformers were famous for their hidden gems. If the achievement was to be believed, he would find bonus items in the strangest of places.

“Oxygen levels are precipitously low,” Waffles explained.

“I need a young male voice,” he said. “Waffles is male.”

The voice immediately changed to a male one. “You will feel constant discomfort upon leaving the safety of the mech. You will suffer damage after two minutes of exposure, and hypoxia will begin to settle in after about four to five minutes. Lastly, alien creatures will be able to kill you with a single strike.”

Four to five minutes was not a long time. Still, he needed information, and one of the easiest ways was to get down there.

“How about the exoskeleton?” he asked.

“It will be too large to fit into the gap you see,” the voice explained. “Please consider moving on.”

“I’ll just take a bit of extra oxygen then?”

“As you wish,” Waffles said.

He had the sudden urge to call the mech a ‘good boy’ but squashed it.

Upon exiting the cockpit he found a mask with a hose attachment, which led to a small oxygen tank and rebreather apparatus. The readout said ‘filtering atmospheric contaminants and condensing breathable oxygen.’

Climbing out of the mech was no issue, and once he was on the ground, the problem quickly became evident. He had the flight suit, but not reinforced gloves or boots, and the building was nothing but the jagged teeth of broken glass as far as the eye could see. Strategically placed alien spiky ball plant barred the doorway.

Ash took his chances and edged over the smallest window spot he probably wouldn’t slice off all his fingers, and headed down inside. The cavernous area was littered with dust and debris, and bad footing. It was quickly evident that this place was designed to kill him, and to be inhospitable for anyone not in a giant armored robot.

Still, over there, beyond a ridiculous sized pit of spikes, he discovered something with the telltale gleam of importance.

“I’m coming back for you,” he told the thing… then had another idea. “Waffles, can you see what I’m looking at?”

“I have equipped the helmet with a small camera that is connected to the mecha,” Waffles responded through earbuds he should’ve known were there.

“Can you reach this, then?”

A few seconds later, the mech’s hand appeared and closed around the debris, and when it pulled away, the gleaming thing was no longer there.

Ash made his careful way out of the space, making damn sure not to slice his hands all up as he went. The re-boarding procedure involved him launching himself up onto the ankle of the thing, using the boxy part as a handhold, and using another part of the machine’s gigantic waist section as a stepping stool to reach the open rear door, which appeared in the mech’s lower back. He ripped off the mask, which was stuck to his face and itchy from the sweat, and got a nice breath of regular air. Those wouldn’t last. He proceeded to head straight for the cockpit, where he flung himself into the gel and slowed to a stop in the middle.

“What did we get?” he asked.

Tactical Module: Anchorage Enhancement

Requires two open module nodes. (Currently all three module nodes are empty)

Retractable supports and smart internal weight redistribution during combat allows for the reduction of knockback when attacking.

Note: this Tactical Module is not yet installed. This requires a rest area to install. 

“Okay,” he said, considering.

The knockback didn’t seem like a big problem, but he also didn’t love the idea that the basic beasties in this world were strong and heavy enough to send a 30 meter tall mech skidding backwards. And, since he didn’t have any Tactical Modules installed, it seemed silly not to install it at the earliest convenience.

He left it, though. He’d have to find a rest area.

Leaping past the broken area, the mech landed with precious little space behind its enormous feet, and he began running forward to get some space between him and the damaging environment. So he headed upward, at an angle, until he found yet another blockage, and leaped over that as well.

So far so good.

It turned out the damaging environment was everywhere. Now that he was rising up into the air, he could look down at either side and see the forest of spiky alien plant balls that were made of stone. He came upon two more of the sluggy insectile creatures and punched them to death. One of these was positioned right near a gap, where he needed to jump, but he waited it out, hoping the creature would slide to its own death.

No luck there, but the creature did simply ignore that he existed, and turn around entirely when it reached the sharp maw in the middle of the building. So he simply waited until there was space for Waffles to land, make the jump, and punch it to death.

The building path leveled out, and he began to lose a sense that gravity mattered. The building had been a ramp, and now was over fifty feet up, but he couldn’t see over the edge to what the building was resting on. Perhaps another building? Or a whole forest of those spiky alien plants?

It mattered less the longer he went on. So far he was just happy to kill the flying insects before they got to him, kill the lumbering slug beetles even easier, and turn to where the building came into contact with another dead skyscraper.

He peered off the edge at the desolation that lay beyond. A reddish purple light pervaded everything, and dimly in the distance he saw little more than those spiky plant balls all clustered against one another. In the far distance, something appeared in the sky, flapping out away from hi, but it vanished into the haze not long afterwards.

The left turn required him to jump a number of times, punch another few slugs to death, and nearly lose his footing on a small platform when punching the megasquito to death.

“I need that tactical module installed,” he told himself after rushing forward a couple of steps so as not to fall to his demise. “Why doesn’t it automatically have that?” He asked. “Why would anyone want the dumb knock back?”

The answer to those questions he already knew, but that didn’t stop his mouth from asking them anyway. It didn’t automatically have that in order to force the player to customize their mech, choosing some Tactical Modules over others while considering finite resources. Better Tactical Modules would surely present themselves.

On the next jump, he spooked the megasquito and had to fight off the gigantic slug at the same time. The knockback ended with him slipping and falling down into the gap between the platforms, and bashing the mech, hard, on the craggy edge. More importantly, they landed, hard, on material they shouldn’t have. Ash panicked more than he should have as the cockpit flashed with yellow light and temporarily overrode his control. Instead of reaching up to grab onto the ledge, the thrusters kicked on and brought him flying up, back to the platform before where he’d taken damage. One of his five body icons broke and fell away in his periphery. Another message told it ‘nano armor reconfiguring in progress’ which consumed one of his twenty energy bits.

The megasquito was still coming after him, but his second punch killed it. His second punch very nearly sent him back into the abyss, again, but quick reflexes from scrambling forwards saved him from losing another hit point.

He walked—and jumped—onward.

5- Outposts & Orgmats

Ash eventually found his way underground. The path actually branched off, allowing him to stay on the surface, head upwards onto the platforms in the sky, or head into the subterranean entrance he saw before him. Off to a fourth direction sat a building that looked very much unlike the others: no windows, all metal, with support struts extending down into the ground and steel pipes giving the whole thing a very foundry-like look. Several areas showed clear evidence of being sensor clusters. A few purple-red crystals grew up around the base of the thing, though one Evie-looking robot used little plasma torches to cut some of these away.

He was about to ask Waffles which way to go, and immediately regretted it a little. This was supposed to be an adventure, and he was having fun. A little high anxiety fun, but fun nonetheless. So far he had only taken damage once, and given up a damage in order to use his missile salvo. He still had four Body Points left, though that never felt like enough. Ash was the type of person to play a game where your hero started off with hundreds of HP, and proceeded to skyrocket into HP totals of thousands, then tens of thousands.

He approached the building, and on the door a green light beeped. A huge hangar door slid down into the floor and admitted him.

Would you like to rest in the rest area? the prompt asked.

“Goddamn right I would,” he answered, and pressed Yes when the option appeared. From there, he automatically installed the Tactical Module, Anchorage Enhancement.

Two other things happened immediately as soon as the mech settled into the harness area, and the huge t-shaped interface clicked into place at Waffles’s back. One, he regenerated one Body Point almost immediately, followed by the second. Two, the bar of lost energy blinked several times before glowing in place permanently.

“Waffles, is it correct to assume this place will replenish the mech’s Body and energy fully every time?”

“That is the correct assumption,” Waffles replied.

“And the area here is secure from danger?”

“Another astute assumption,” the robot responded.

The building stood far higher than his mech’s height of 40 meters tall, maybe double in total, with most everything tucked against one side on catwalks. The catwalks were linked by metal ladders, but only the first three floors appeared to have shops. Laundry hung from the railings on the higher floors. A number of unfamiliar machines and lifts sat clustered against the other walls, giving the mech plenty of room to maneuver.

The cavernous space was reserved for Waffles… though he wondered. There was a good 10 solid meters of overhead, and the place expanded far to either side. Almost like there were much larger mechs that might end up using this area.

Two figures were leaning over the railings to get a look at who might be there, and one of them waved as he descended from the rear hatch to the floor.

“Hey!” the younger woman called cheerfully.

He waved back and made his way over, taking his time to enjoy the sights of this new and strange place he’d found himself in. He counted two layers of shop fronts, the kind of open bar you’d see at a state fair for carnival games. One of them boasted two bar stools, another had a long bench, but the others were empty of seating. Several of the big open shop windows were shuttered, and only two remained open.

“Howdy, stranger,” the woman said, when he approached. “Sure is good to see a friendly face in this here outpost.”

“Likewise,” he said.

“We ain’t had a visitor in quite some time, if I’m being honest.”

He nodded. “What can you tell me?”

“This is Frontier Post,” she said, and waved a hand back at the shuttered shopfronts, the flaking and peeling paint, the old man who hadn’t moved. “She ain’t much to look at, sure, but she’s home for old Mister Grumpy Gus and myself.” She thrust a hand forward and took his, pumping it up and down several times with gusto. “I’m Lillia. Pleasure! Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Lillia,” he said. “I’m Ash.”

“Beauty of a mech you got yourself there, though she’s a bit light for my tastes. Back during the wars we’d have much larger ones in here. They’d have to crump down in order to get in to have us take a look-see under the hoods.”

“Wars are over, huh?” he asked.

She clucked her tongue. “Old man will know a lot more about it all than I do, lived through all of it. I ain’t been here but about five years, back when the mechs were just trying to run clean up.”

“And where are all of them?”

“Last one left some six months ago. Ain’t none of them come back.” She shook her head sadly. “You’re heading up or down?”

“I heard the beating heart of the Vorquethar… is down?”

She shrugged. “I ain’t a pilot, and certainly not a mapmaker, just a mechanic. Well, mechanic, cook, farmer, laundromat, dishwasher, cleaner… slave, I guess. Old fucker expects everything ta be done for him.”

Ash glanced up at the glowering face of the old fucker in question. The mostly bald man with the gray beard and the liver spots didn’t so much as twitch a muscle. Lillia gave him a more than friendly wave, overenthusiastic by half, and Ash followed suit.

“Old fucker tends shop here, though I got my own lil collection of wares if’n you wanna buy somethin’ off me.”

“I don’t have much in the way of money,” he said.

“Orgmat’s what we’re lacking,” she said. “We’ve got a processor for more crystal’n we need, but not enough orgmat.”

“Orgmat… organic matter?”

She nodded. “Yer mech there—”

“Waffles.”

She stared at him, then burst out laughing. “Yeah, Waffles. Cute name! Anyway, she don’t need much orgmat, but she’ll use some of that for your suspension and piloting cockpit gel, she’ll use it to feed ya, and water ya. After that she’ll store it up. Not much organic matter available in these fuckin’ spikeweeds. What ya don’t need, you can sell off here, though you’ll probably find some other outposts hither and yon.”

“What’s the reddish purple energy?” he asked.

“That’s your condensed nukuler energy,” she said, and laughed at his stricken expression. “Yeah, the fuckin’ bugs tried killin’ us all when they came. They’re silicon based lifeforms, so they can just handle condensed nukuler like it’s nothin’.”

Ash’s face twitched. She kept saying ‘nukuler’ instead of the actual nuclear. How his dad had complained about the president being an idiot, because he couldn’t say the word ‘nuclear’ correctly. But, since Ash’s dad wasn’t someone he wanted to be, he just grinned and let her go right on doing it wrong.

No problem. No worries. No judgement.

Lillia gave him a tour of the place, which basically amounted to a vending machine containing several Tactical Modules, a Passkey (Green), an Auto Evac Module, and twelve empty bays. Each of the Tactical Modules were 250 orgmat, but she was moving on with her tour before he could get a look at what they were, or how they might benefit him.

“This used to be a shop, but the shopkeep done run out of goods, and headed down below. Ain’t seen him since. This used to be a restaurant, but we stopped gettin’ enough orgmat for the replicators to make us up some grub, so the cook headed out on the last drop ship come this way.”

“When was that?”

She stopped and scratched her chin. “Dunno, honestly. Feels like an absolute age ago.” Then she brightened. “This here’s my place. I do all the cookin’ and drawin’ in here.”

The ‘shop’ looked more like a prison cell with a large open bar window, but he was taken by the number of amateur paintings tacked up on every flat surface available. She explained that the extruders (basically 3D printers) could combine orgmat into essentially whatever you wanted, if you had the plan for it. This obviously had its limitations. The more complex the material, the more orgmat you’d need, and the longer the extrusion took. They only had one functioning extruder any longer, so it was basically always producing foodstuffs. But once a week or so she’d have it produce a few smallish sheets of paper. “There ain’t much time or material to spare, but I got my colored pencils, got my paint set, and those last a good long while.” She tapped her chin. “Wish I had a couple extra green pencils though. Love me some green.”

He was fascinated by the rainbows over the spike-filled valley, the downed buildings under placid sunrises, and the vicious storms sending funnel clouds down into the landscape. She was no expert, but she could make a thing look the way it did in real life, and that wasn’t nothing. Ash didn’t have an iota of creativity in his body.

They approached the somber old man.

“And this is Groucho,” she said.

“My name, is Torald,” he groused.

“Sure thing, Groucho,” she joked, and winked back at Ash. “Back there we have a couple of extra bedrooms if you want to spend the night, and each one’s got a shower stall. We’ve got our supply of geothermal, so you don’t have to worry about hot water. Sheesh, I’d have died years ago in this shithole if it hadn’t been for the nice, hot showers.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Torald,” Ash said, and the bald, bearded man just grunted. He noticed the flick of old man’s gaze, from Ash to Lillia, and continued following her on the basically-finished tour.

She pointed out places where she had tacked up her paintings and drawings. These ones were more fanciful: well rendered unicorns, squirrels playing in forests, turtles sunning themselves on rocks, and foxes. Lots and lots of foxes. Some of these were cartoon versions, others were chibis with enormous heads and twinkling eyes, more than one was a woman with fox ears and tail, but a good half of these were actual foxes. Most were in their typical forest habitats. One lounged, arms cocked out, in a hot spring.

“Foxes, eh?”

“My favorite animal,” she said.

“They’re great,” he said. “Some of them are pretty friendly, or at least very curious.”

“You’ve seen one?” she about shouted. “Oh. Em. Gee.”

He chuckled, and then remembered that this girl wasn’t from earth pre-apocalypse. He didn’t have the spork. She didn’t remember the time before all this, and her life had been completely overwritten by whatever she now remembered as her memories.

“Groucho doesn’t come up here, so I can post up whatever I like. I tried painting them on the walls, but he extruded a bunch of turpentine and splashed my wall art to death.” She stuck out her tongue, pointing back in the direction of the old man. “Hates everything and everyone. Nothing but a sourpuss.”

“So orgmat… Is it just molecules of living creatures?” She nodded excitedly. “You break down this paste of just plant matter or whatever, and remake it into whatever you want?”

“So long as the last extruder doesn’t fail, we can make basically any non-mechanical, non-electronic thing you want. All we need is time and materials.”

“Hm.”

Ash took another look over the vending machine when he had a moment. He only currently had 20 orgmat, which wasn’t anywhere close to enough for any of these things.

Tactical Module: NanoSwarm

Requires one open module node. (Currently one module nodes is empty)

Nanoparticles rush out to collect up discarded organic material components, radioactive energy, and other materials at a greater range, allowing you to focus on the task at hand: killing the Vorquethar invaders.

Does not require the use of energy

Note: this Tactical Module has not been purchased. Pay 250 organic material to purchase.

Note: You do not currently have the funds to purchase this Tactical Module.

He didn’t really understand what this meant at first. Was it like a cloud of bees that went out and picked up the stuff that his mech normally vacuumed up? “Ah, much greater range,” he noted.

He took a look at the next one.

Tactical Module: Repellent Array

Requires one open module node. (Currently one module nodes is empty)

Upon losing a Body point, a cloud of defensive nanoparticles rush out to protect the mech for a short period of time, allowing you to get to safety. Regroup, and attack!

Each use of the Repellent Array requires one energy.

Note: this Tactical Module has not been purchased. Pay 250 organic material to purchase.

Note: You do not currently have the funds to purchase this Tactical Module.

So every time he took damage, or he supposed used the salvo of missiles, the nano swarm would make sure enemies couldn’t hit him. Like once you were hit in a video game you’d have a period of time where you blinked on and off for a second or two, and you’d basically be invulnerable.

That sounded pretty nice, though the collection swarm seemed better.

Tactical Module: Heavy Striker

Requires two open module nodes. (Currently one module nodes is empty)

When you strike an enemy, send them reeling. This Tactical Module increases the amount of space enemies are knocked back away from you.

Does not require energy to utilize this Module.

Note: this Tactical Module has not been purchased. Pay 250 organic material to purchase.

Note: You do not currently have the funds to purchase this Tactical Module.

Note: You do not currently have open module nodes with which to install this Module.

Okay that one seemed interesting too. He wanted all these, and wanted all of them installed in Waffles, right this very second. All three of these would require four module nodes, and that didn’t even take into account the two he was already using for not being knocked back each time he got hit.

Well, he couldn’t buy them yet. Maybe he’d find other ones, or find a way to increase the number of Module nodes he could have on the mech at any given time.

Green Passkey

You purchase clearance into green security zones.

Note: this Passkey has not been purchased. Pay 500 organic material to purchase.

Note: You do not currently have the funds to purchase this Passkey.

Well that made sense. Games were always blocking off certain areas. Those areas would require you to have upgrades earned or weapon types bought. 500 seemed like a lot to pay, but hopefully he would find a Tactical Module to help in that regard. He was now salivating at the concept of the Nano Swarm. If he needed to grind to beat this game, then grind he would.

The last object was something called an Auto Evac Module.

Auto Evac Module

This item may only be used once.

Should you find your mech overwhelmed somewhere truly dangerous, use this device to fetch it and bring it back up to the outpost where you use it.

Note: this Module has not been purchased. Pay 80 organic material to purchase.

Note: You do not currently have the funds to purchase this Module.

Note: You do not currently require the services of this Module.

If he knew anything about platformers, it was that if you beat bosses, you’d increase your capabilities. New attacks, new special moves, that kind of shit.

Hopefully the bosses wouldn’t be too difficult to handle.

“What have you got for me?” he eventually asked Torald. Lillia was down inspecting Waffles, running her hands over the parts and boosting herself up on a mobile platform to get a look at the hands, the missile bays, and the sensor array.

“Just a warning, poor boy. You won’t be able to head in either direction without coming to significant danger. Up or down, you will find yourself beset by the remnants of Vorquethar long since cut off from their hive mind. You’re going to find the denizens of their world, brought here, created in pods and set loose on the world in an effort to terraform it to their liking, and you’re going to find even worse.”

Ash nodded with more seriousness than he felt. “Doom and gloom, got it.”

“So far as we know, the army did its job and destroyed them all,” the old man grumbled. “But they kept sending mechs down there. Unit after unit headed down there. And why? If you’ve already won the war, why’re you sending more soldiers down?”

“The authorities lied to us?” he asked. “Is that what you’re implying?“

The old man scoffed. “I wouldn’t go implying nothing, especially not to some young buck allied with the government who came in here in a fancy dropship, with enough power in that there mech to kill me and bring this whole place down on us.”

“Of course,” Ash said. He doubted there was any way to make the grizzled old bastard believe that he wasn’t actually working for the government, or that he wouldn’t report the old man if he did speak his mind. Which was all well and good. Spicy rumors made the whole situation more fun anyway.

“You come back her with some orgmat and we’ll talk market, got me?” Torald asked.

“Sure thing,” he said.

“But if you’re working recon, you could probably do with a camera.”

He disappeared back into his teensy little prison cell of a house, and Ash was left with nothing but the sound of rummaging and muffled cursing. Torald reappeared a minute later holding a box about the size of his thigh. It had a lens at one end, and a bundle of wires sticking out of the other.

“Oh… yes, of course. Take pictures. Great.”

Torald promptly threw the box over the railing and out into space.


6- The Lemon Sucker And The Tramp Stamp

A whole lot went through Ash’s head as he watched a camera component he presumably needed for his mech go tumbling over the railing and out into empty space. First, disbelief. Could this Torald asshole really just go and do this to him? Second, amazement. Video games didn’t typically show you the MacGuffin you needed, dangle it in front of your face, then throw it to the ground and stomp on it. Third, anger. This Torald guy seemed like an asshole, and Ash immediately wondered if he’d just tried to sabotage his chances of winning this thing because he didn’t like the establishment.

He whirled toward the grouchy old fuck, fist balled up, but found the man smirking. It took a moment for him to recognize that something hadn’t happened. There’d been no smash of metal components on the floor of the place.

Whirling again, he saw that the camera unit was floating above the floor on a cloud of nanites. It swiftly rose up and attached itself onto the sensor array at the top, where you’d expect a head shape to go.

“Didn’t take you as long as it takes most,” Torald said. “Balled up fist but you didn’t pull your arm back or throw the punch. Not half bad. I respect that.”

“I’m glad I passed your test.”

“Mostly.”

“I’m glad I mostly passed your test. What’s the function of the camera?”

Torald frowned. “Doesn’t know what a camera is,” he seemed to be talking to himself, like Ash wasn’t there. “Maybe I was wrong after all.”

“I know what a fucking camera does,” Ash retorted. “I have tons of cameras in the sensor array already. What makes this one different?”

“This one stores images instead of periodically dumping them from onboard memory and storage. Bring that back up here and we’ll give you a dossier on the environments, the enemies, and certain other aspects of what you’ve been seeing.”

He wanted to ask about other outposts, and how many or how often they’d be available, but he also wanted to get out of here and get on toward beating this system. Without the spork he ran the risk of losing himself in here.

“Cool,” he said. “Thank you. I’m going to be on my way, but I’ll stop and speak with Lillia first.”

“Bah!” The old bastard said. “That fucking hussy. Yeah, go on, bankrupt yourself on that trollop.”

Ash came perilously close to pitching the old man over the railing to see if the nanites might just stop him from an ignominious death. Instead he calmly walked the hell away before he punched someone he might need later.

He found Lillia leaning on her elbows, chin on hand, and butt thrust out into her prison cell apartment.

“Done with the lemon sucker?” she asked, grinning knowingly at him.

Nodding, he leaned down on the bar section of her huge-windowed but tiny apartment. This put their faces very close, close enough that he could smell the perfume she had on—not subtle—and what she’d had for her last meal—garlic. It gave them a conspiratorial air.

“What do you have for sale?” he asked.

“Well well well,” she said. “Someone’s looking to have some fun.”

She tapped a small silvery device embedded in her temple, and up came what he thought of as a video game market menu: icon of an object with its name underneath, price, and a short description.

All of these were flamboyant stickers.

You had flaming skull, playful fox, curving abstract shape with a couple of dots and spikeys, crown of thorns, and much, much more. Each of these were on sale for 50 orgmat, and so he couldn’t afford them, but he used his finger to scroll through the menu for some time.

“Is this… a tramp stamp?” he asked. It looked like one of those ridiculous tribal designs young girls got on the small of their backs.

She giggled. “Sure is, darlin’. Two things though! One, it ain’t gotta be black. You get to pick whatever color your little heart desires, and that includes some gradients. Two, you don’t hafta inscribe this sucker on the mech’s lower back. You can put it wherever you want.”

These were all nothing more than cosmetic enhancements to his mech. He considered. Some of these might be cool on the forearms, the legs, the huge knee guards, but none of them were, strictly speaking, necessary for him to succeed at his mission.

He stopped before reaching the bottom of her lengthy list.

“Sure you don’t wanna take a look at everything on offer?” she asked. He didn’t miss the huskiness in her voice. Would he find a roll in the hay at the bottom of her list of market items? He thought the answer might be yes, though he didn’t particularly want to pay for something he routinely got for free. Nor did he particularly want to pay for that, period.

“I don’t have enough resources as it is,” he said. “I need to do a bit of grinding, kill a whole lot of creatures, and learn more about what it is I’m doing here. Maybe then I’ll have a look at everything.”

She pouted. “Suit yerself, mister.”

***

The huge bay doors were open by the time he got her up and running. He quickly found the camera function, and the place he’d need to tap in the periphery of his screen in order to store a camera shot. The camera view itself was a wide fish eye lens, and gave him the ability to capture basically everything out front.

He strode out into the nukuler wasteland.

Rolling his eyes and making a gagging motion with his tongue, he cursed himself for mimicking Lillia. She had that cheerful girl charm: girl knows she looks good, girl knows that gets her things she wants. Yet for some reason she didn’t use that to her own benefit, or to try taking advantage of him. She was likable, in that head-scratching way. Why did you like her? Not sure exactly, but you did anyway.

The choice of whether to go up or down caused him to pause. He eventually chose down, kind of amazed that a platformer even gave that many choices. Descending into the dark, small headlamps flared to life, and he was soon back to killing gigantic steel-plated maggots filled with purple-red energy. Also jumping.

The place he had found himself in was a large and well-established tunnel system, with wide and broad caverns shored up at the sides with smooth stone panels, paved with tiles of the same boring gray blue hue of stone, and periodically lit by electric lamps strung along on wires. The corridors themselves had an alien feel. The walls contained designs and motifs he had never seen before: spiraling shells, insect-like effigies, and stranger abstract one in natural repeating forms. He was thankfully not worried about xenomorphs hiding amongst the designs, using them for camouflage. They were at least not HR Geiger-esque.

“Acid blood,” he whispered, and suppressed a shudder.

The next enemies he faced also flew, but bounced aimlessly around the room, occasionally spitting dangerous red globs of radioactive goop in his direction. This was in a huge room, plenty of jumps, and they were simultaneously quite easy to avoid and quite difficult to hit. These also took two hits to kill, and he stopped bothering with them entirely once it was clear they only gave out two orgmats per kill.

Eventually he would find an enemy worth farming. He soon encountered Vorquethars, possibly, which were thirty meter crab type things, large round bodies and scuttling legs. Instead of pincer claws, it had a large single spike where perhaps its nose went, and lowered it like a charging rhino.

The huge crabs terrified him. They came in fast, had spiky armor over their backs, and  rushed at him on too many legs. He proceeded to punch it, rather than try and jump over it, and it slid backwards, stunned, before rushing at him again.

So he punched it again.

On the third punch its carapace cracked and it died, releasing three orgmats and more of the red purple radiation. These died just like the rest, thankfully. They were mindless like the rest, which he also appreciated. He didn’t have a name for them and refused to believe the government had narrowly won a war against these, so he just called them horndogs. Another version of these things finally damaged him, because he failed to register the longer legs and the crouched positioning. He also neglected to see the butt wiggle until it had launched itself across the room at him, and landed on the mech. He got in a punch at the same time, but several of the longer limbs punched into the mech’s armor at the shoulders and arms.

Another two rapid punches ended its life too, and he grabbed the three orgmats it dropped.

“We have slugs, horndogs, jumping horndogs, snapping mosquitoes, and the mindless glob shooters,” he muttered.

When he returned back to some of the caverns he’d vacated, he could sometimes find slugs or the snapping mosquitoes found their way in and were feasting on the corpses of those he’d killed. They then registered the movement and came at him instead, meaning he needed to punch them to death too.

For now, he slowly accumulated currency through big sluggy things and slightly smaller rabid mosquitoes.

He was jumping, taking paths, making choices, and killing softly glowing enemies in a series of similarly shaped rooms before he realized the problem he was going to have.

“There’s no map,” he said. “Waffles, where is the map?”

“I am sorry, Ash. We do not have access to the imperial mapping network,” she responded. “I will record the places you have been, though internal computational storage and memory will become a problem as the map grows.”

“Magnificent,” he muttered.

For now, he simply wandered back and forth between the entrance here and the various different ways he could go. Some of these rooms were littered in spikes, and avoiding He wasn’t gaining currency anywhere near fast enough, especially if he needed to buy that Green Passkey just to access new places, on top of buying other items that would help him survive down here.

A look at the map showed he realized he’d basically been going in two large loops. Breaking away from that, he ventured into a section of the tunnels he hadn’t gone before.

This new cavern was full of spiky alien vegetation on both the floor and ceiling, and barely anything in the way of platforms. If he mistimed his jump and thruster burn, he was going to regret it.

And so he did. The first jump had him banging into the platform, failing to hold on, and the computer informing him that the unit did not have a proper grip. He fell, only to have the mech automatically vault backwards using the thrusters to where he’d attempted the jump. He swore, and the computer apologized for him.

“The mech’s arms have the capacity to deliver punches, but their strength for lifting is limited. The mech’s tonnage is unfortunately too high for the current rating.”

It was way, way too far for him to attempt to make with just his breathing apparatus.

He asked about the exoskeleton and whether it would allow him access, but Waffles assured him it was specifically built to help him get back to his downed mech suit. Its capabilities were not rated any higher than the mech itself, and he would immediately lose the Waffles internal computer, along with the map.

It took two more failed, terrifying and infuriatingly close jumps for him to realize that he simply wasn’t going to be able to advance through this cavern. He had two Body points remaining. Although he figured he should probably head back to the Outpost, he encountered basically nothing truly dangerous except anything new. So, if he found something new, he would be sure not to mess with it.

Somewhere along the way, trying out the ways he hadn’t gone, he ran into a downed mech with a pilot inside.

“How…” he started, but never finished.

The pilot climbed out of her legless, rusting mech with only one arm and was waving two flares.

“Yeah I gotcha,” he said. “Waffles, can we communicate with her?”

“Allow me to attempt to patch through comms,” Waffles said. Not a second had passed when the channel opened and Waffles’s voice was drowned out by a loud cry of relief and joy.

“WHOOOOOOOOOOOO!” she screamed. “You have no idea how long I’ve been down here.”

“You’re welcome to hitch a ride back to the frontier Outpost. You got any… Tactical Modules on your mech I could perhaps have for free?”

“Don’t I wish!” she said. “If you’ve got a couple of terabytes free though, you can get access to this old rust bucket’s map.”

“What do you say, Waffles?” he asked.

“Wait?” the woman asked over the comms. “Did you just call your mech Waffles?”

“My dog’s name. Golden retriever. He’s the best boy.”

“Awwwww,” she said. “That is the most adorable thing I’ve ever heard.”

“We have the requisite amount of drive space, Ash. It may be possible to use a Tactical Module node for additional disk space, if you require.”

“That depends on the size of the map here underground.”

The map only took a few seconds to transfer over, and the woman (who identified herself as Captain Bynes) finally got aboard a few seconds after that. He had the map open while she got comfy in the cramped lower area.

“We have some gel to insulate Captain Bynes from harm? It’s going to be a bit of trouble getting back up… hang on a second.”

According to the new and improved map, there was a brand new Outpost only about five rooms from here.

“Is this correct?” he asked. “Captain Bynes, is your map correct that there’s another Outpost just a few rooms away here?”

He just heard the sounds of slurping and chewing.

“Captain Bynes?”

“Sorry,” she said, mouth clearly full of food. “We ran out of organic about… 96 hours ago.”

She’d have been starved without anything for her mech to render with the food version of a 3D printer. Ash looked at his stores of orgmat and found he wasn’t even down by a single unit.

“That’s perfectly okay,” he said. “Easy does it, okay? Just go easy or else you’ll end up puking—”

The sounds of vomiting interrupted him.

“Sorry,” she said a few seconds later. “Sorry. Really sorry. I was just… so hungry.”

“We’ll get you to that Outpost, and you can eat plenty.” Ash wasn’t exactly correct here, but there was no way of knowing that until they got to the Outpost in question.

As for the map, it was enormous. It was sectioned off into four different huge areas. The one he was in was called The Shallows. It included all the rooms he’d already gone through over the course of the last three and a half hours or so, some of them multiple times, and then a good twelve or so rooms he hadn’t even known existed. Back a few rooms was a secret door, according to the map, leading to a part of The Shallows he hadn’t even suspected existed.

Three more areas branched off from the Shallows: Cultivation Station, Mine All Mine, and The Stronghold. Each one had notations and stars listed, but for now he just took in the massive breadth of it.

“This is enormous,” he breathed.

Of course it was. It was a platformer.


7- Bynes

He followed the map, which led him on a path downwards and to the right. Here he fought a couple of brand new flying creatures, and found a new Outpost.

The new flying enemies spat globs of radioactive goop, but directly at him. It was a matter of dodging at the right moment and giving them the jumping uppercut, since they would eventually come back down towards him to spit again. Four punches each and he took his last Body point of damage from the one remaining flyer. Two more to that one knocked it out of commission, and it dropped six whole orgmats. Twelve for this room alone.

“Six each,” he breathed. “Hopefully those little bastards come back every so often, or they’re in the next hundred rooms.”

Although, if he was being truthful, he wanted to move forward as fast as possible, get out of the Shallows, and look into these marked areas.

“What can you tell me about these marked areas?” he asked Captain Bynes.

“Mmmff nfff gff lff,” was all she could say, around new mouthfuls of food. So for now he ignored her.

The next room held nothing. Gradually though, in the gloom of slightly glowing alien fungus, a familiar shape came into view.

“Nice,” he said. “Let’s get in there and meet this Captain Bynes.”

“This Outpost requires 50 orgmat in order to resume its function,” Waffles said. “Would you like to pay it?”

He had only a single hit point left, and so it was either this, or battle his way back through the map as he knew it, back to the Outpost. By now, he had accumulated just over 200 of the things, so he paid it. He watched as a slot opened up and accepted the globs of organic matter as they were floated out of the mech and into the station. The moment the last one entered, the whole thing began to hum, at first quietly and then louder and louder. It glowed blue along certain lines, and when the humming was loud enough, flakes of rust drifted down off the walls and bay doors. They creaked slowly open. As the bay doors were closing, he slumped into the gel, which automatically formed into a seat for him.

He’d been at it for close to four hours, and he was pooped.

Heading down out of the cockpit, he found Bynes in the small auxiliary space.

Bynes looked awful: sunken cheeks, ripped and blood-stained flight suit, and filthy everywhere skin was visible. Literally caked with grime so much he could barely tell the color of her hair or skin.

He didn’t tell her she looked like he felt, but she definitely looked awful. Still, her eyes shone with hope and gratitude.

“I’ll head in and… secure the area,” he told Captain Bynes. “You just stay here and get yourself back up and running.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said. “Mfff!” That last one might’ve been ‘thanks’ but he couldn’t be sure because her mouth was again full of food. She seemed to be spooning food into her mouth faster than she could swallow it.

“The mech may or may not have the ability to clean you off. If it doesn’t, we’ll make sure the Outpost does.”

She got a far off look in her eyes. “Shower… I can’t remember the last time… wait! Bath… ohhhh I can’t wait to have a bath.” The wistfulness in her voice was cute, and broke his heart a little.

It was time for him to get a good look at the interior of the Outpost, so he gave the command to exit, and staggered out.

The place looked and felt almost exactly like the first Outpost, only totally uninhabited. Silence enveloped him, a type of silence he hadn’t experienced in quite some time: total silence.

It was almost like so much sound surrounded him he was deaf. He couldn’t remember anything like this; even when he’d gone camping as a child, there’d been the sounds of insects buzzing or nocturnal creatures trying to eat whatever they ate, which might just be each other. Once he’d gotten his cell phone, he couldn’t remember having silence around him, even at the local library. He’d lived music. The only other time he’d remembered doing this was back in high school, when he’d done the video production class.

There, they had a soundproof booth in order to record bits of song or dialogue. With foam spikes all over the walls and ceiling, it really was like being utterly deafened. Even the sounds you made were muffled and wrong somehow. At one point, they’d all tried to outlast one another with the lights off and no phones, in a sort of sensory deprivation nightmare. Most of them hadn’t done well, lasting only twenty minutes or so before calling out that they were done. The boys hadn’t done significantly better than the girls either, with several of his classmates freaking out after only ten minutes. Ash had been okay, but time had ceased to mean much of anything after a while.

The Outpost had a similar feel, though he was grateful for the clack and clank of his boots on the metal flooring and catwalk. Eventually the hum of nanites returning Body points to Waffles was a comfort of sorts.

He ordered the little orgmat extruder to give them some simple slop to eat. Everything else would require hours and hours to prepare correctly, like 3D printing something at extremely high detail. Porridge might not be great, but the place had cinnamon on hand, which never went bad. It only cost a single orgmat, and he was happy to see the 50 he’d put in here were available for him to use.

He eventually collected Captain Bynes, who had lowered his mech’s orgmat count by one, and showed her around the place.

“Ohhhh Outpost sweet Outpost,” she cooed, and hugged the first door she came to, leaving a full-body smudge on it. “I’ve missed you, baby. Mwah mwah mwah!” She kissed the old, slightly rusted metal several times.

“Your first name wouldn’t happen to be Captain, would it?”

“Clarian,” she said.

“I’m Ash,” he said.

She turned a filthy but genuinely thankful smile his way. Her eyes were a magenta shade he’d never seen before, and glowing slightly from within.

“I’ve got some basic slop ready in the extruder,” he told her, “but I can order up something more complicated if you want to bathe first.”

“Hot… water…” she groaned, and ascended the ladder toward the second level, where the living quarters were.

Although he had hoped for something interesting from the vending machine here in the new Outpost, he found only the Passkey (Green) and two Automated Evac Modules in this one. All the other slots stood empty.

“Well shit,” he muttered, then shrugged. If he’d only explored just about half of this sector of the map, hopefully he had a lot of outposts to find. Also, if this was the shallow area of the underground part of this adventure, he figured that the deeper he went, the more available items he would find available for purchase.

Ash’s stomach was starting to think his throat had been cut, but he wanted to be courteous and have a meal with someone real instead of all by his lonesome. Instead he hopped into a different tiny dorm room, noted the narrow bed, the standard military issue pillow and sheet, and the three mostly empty shelves, before heading into the shower stall.

The hot water helped dispel a lot of the fatigue he was feeling. He was grateful to have it. The shower stall also came with soap, and he was grateful to have that as well.

He made this shower a quick one, and arranged their tasteless meal nicely. Captain Clarian Bynes emerged a few minutes later wrapped in a towel, looking perfect. Also embarrassed.

“Your combat suit wasn’t salvageable?” he asked, chuckling.

“No,” she confirmed. “But don’t go getting any ideas.”

He tried not to rake his eyes up and down her exposed legs, which were long and lean, or the cleavage created by the towel, or her sparkling magenta hair, with its purple streaks.

“I have zero ideas,” he told her. “None. Can’t even remember what it was I was thinking about last.”

She snorted, and gestured to the food. “You don’t mind, do you? I was literally starving.”

“There’s cinnamon, which can’t hurt.”

“Thanks,” she said, and sprinkled her snotty porridge with half the shaker.

She didn’t seem to want to talk much, and he didn’t push. Although he had a lot of questions, now didn’t seem the right time to begin demanding answers. He had her map, and that was a great start. So they ate their nearly tasteless oatmeal with a hint of cinnamon in silence. Ash felt his eyelids drooping. Four hours of continuous, nonstop combat, jumping, running and dodging had cost him.

“I’m gonna hit the sack,” he told her, then thought better of it. First, he headed to Waffles and climbed in. “Hey Waffles, you’re calibrated to ensure I’m the only one who can pilot you, correct?”

“Is that a parameter you wish to set?” the mech asked.

“It is,” he told it.

“How would you like to ensure proper identification? I have retinal scan, voice match identification, handprint scanning, or DNA scanning parameters currently unused, although we can activate a simple numerical code.”

Like a cell phone. Ash chuckled.

“DNA sounds like blood,” he said.

“DNA scanning will require one orgmat each time you reactivate the mech.”

Nope. He ended up going with a simple numerical code, but if the mech detected it wasn’t him through voice match and handprint scanning, it would require proof of his death before activating via numerical code. That way, if he was about to die on his mission, he could give the override code to someone, and they could carry on.

Also, Captain Clarian Bynes wouldn’t be able to hijack Waffles for whatever purposes she might have. Although he didn’t have a low opinion of her, and she was part of the same military he was, he’d just met her. Putting trust in Captain Clarian Bynes was a recipe for disaster.

It was a completely tuckered out Ash who made his way to the cramped sleeping area, undressed, and laid his head on the stiff pillow. He was out before he even considered whether or not he might sleep.

***

Ash awoke sometime later with the feel of a soft, smooth form pressed against his body. A pair of fingertips lightly traced up and down his torso and arm, lingering at his hip just shy of actually committing a crime.

“Hm?” he asked.

“I’m glad you’re awake,” Bynes purred, quietly in his ear. She was pressed up against him as much as she could be, draping one leg over his and running her foot up and down his shin, and pressing her torso up against his. He could feel a trimmed bush sliding slowly back and forth over his butt. Her chin was nestled just over his shoulder and into his collar bone.

“I didn’t want to do anything that might upset you while you were asleep.”

“I’m glad,” he said.

“You’re a mech pilot also, and while we’re not forbidden from having spouses and children, the spouse part is heavily frowned upon. I just wondered if you… had someone. Back home.”

Several, actually. More than he could satisfy on any given day, as it turned out. He didn’t say as much, though.

“You don’t, it seems,” he said quietly, though they were very much alone.

“I don’t. So, you know, I already thanked you for saving me from certain death, and actually starvation, but I thought… you’re a handsome young man who might enjoy the company of a young lady.”

He smiled, and slid his ass back to press against her abdomen. “I always enjoy the company of a young lady when I have the opportunity.” She let out a sharp breath.

Her hand drifted closer to his stirring erection. “I just didn’t want to… cause offense… if you were gay or anything.”

“Very kind of you,” he said, and slid one hand back over the curve of her hip.

“You have to know something,” she said, her hand closing around the base of his cock, “before I suck you off and fuck you so hard I make you scream my name.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’m mute.”

Mute. Mute… for a second that made no fucking sense. Then, unbidden, a memory that didn’t belong to Ash swam to the surface.

Mutes were mutations. The military had dreamed up an idea of trying out a genetic meld of various different species of earth and Vorquethar animals with humans, and some of the results had not been spectacular. Bynes appeared to be not just a functioning one, but a a high functioning one.

“What kind?” He asked.

“Kitsune,” she replied. Again a memory came up, while she slowly jerked him off, of different species and how the humans had changed physically. A kitsune was… a fox person, he thought. The most desirable of all furries.

“May I see?” he asked.

“If seeing will mess with you, just pretend I’m a plain old human and I’ll do all the work.”

He chuckled. “It’s not that at all. I’m happy to get my hands on whatever special anatomy you’ve got going on.”

“Really?” The skepticism in her voice was quickly replaced by elation. “All right! I uh… I’ll get the lights.”

By the time the lights came on, Captain Clarian Bynes was standing with her arms over her head, hands together and pressed against the far wall. Her feet, however, were fully spread, and she had her back arched. This showed off the two more extreme changes: the large orange fox tail that emerged from just above her lovely ass, and the way her feet were paws. Her hands, also, were much darker brown than the slight orange tint to her skin, and two large triangular ears, brown furred, sprouted from her bright orange hair, with white highlights at her temples.

She remained silent while he considered the sight before her: strong, compact, without an ounce of fat. She was a warrior, and although he could see her ribs from going four days without food, she still looked amazing, and was practically shoving her ass back at him.

Her voice wavered. “Do you… is it okay?”

She needed her apprehension soothed away. He rose and got close, then stroked her tail. By the sound she made, she could’ve been in the middle of an orgasm right then and there.

“Unh…” she moaned. “Be gentle, be gennnnn…”

His other hand dipped down between her legs and she groaned even louder.

“Are you a loud one?” he asked, smiling, and lightly stroked her tail again, then again. Meanwhile, she felt sopping wet down below, and shuddered all the more when he ran his fingers lightly over her lower lips.

“I guess… there’s nobody around to hear us,” she moaned. Then, she grew considerably louder. “Ohhh fuck, Captain Ash. I want it. I want your big fucking cock in my little pussy! Play with my tail and my ears while you slide that big tool in and out of me!”

A dirty talker. He loved the loud way she demanded what she wanted, she swore like she was in the military, and the way she slowly lowered herself to a doggystyle position as she went. She was also loud. Much louder than Ashley when Ashley told him she was nothing more than a slut.

He pressed in, but she wasn’t having the slow way, and shoved her ass back, impaling herself on him. Heat and wetness swallowed him.

“Fuck this is so hot,” she moaned. “You’re… nnhn… something. I bet it looks amazing.”

“The view from here is incredible,” he told her, and took the base of her tail in hand again, gently.

“I want to see,” she moaned, and rocked forward, before backing up against him time and again. The view of her pussy gripping him was nothing short of breathtaking, and he really wished for once that he had a phone to record this.

He didn’t know where she’d gotten the phone, but she handed it to him already on camera mode. He did what any sensible partner would in this case: started making a video of her working that ass.

Clarian kept up a steady stream of filthy compliments, telling him he was rearranging her fucking guts, telling him she’d never had such a big cock in her, telling him she was going to cum at any second. She did, and it was the only time she’d stopped talking since he woke up with her in his bed. She clamped down on his shaft with an astonishing lower grip, and he nearly unloaded inside her right then and there.

“Let’s… uhhh… let’s get a better view.”

Taking his hand, she pulled him out of the small room and into the wider Outpost. He experienced a moment of powerful embarrassment, like everyone out here was going to see him, know that he was having sex with his fellow officer. Of course there wasn’t anyone. 

Instead she led him to the extrusion room, with the 3D printer hard at work on something she’d queued up. But along one wall was a huge floor to ceiling mirror.

Clarian posed there, naked, staring at herself, and looking at him in the reflection as he approached. She grabbed his hands, put the phone down on the stainless steel cafeteria table, and wrapped his hands around her large tits. Then, she she dragged him to the next table closer to the mirror. Raising one leg up onto the table, she fully exposed herself before the mirror. She was on full display like this.

“Fuuuuuuck,” she groaned, when he rubbed up against her tail again. “Put it in me,” she told him. “I want to… watch…”

He bent, placed the head against her opening, and slowly shoved upwards. He really savored the way she felt wrapped around him. Here in the gloom and isolation of the Outpost it really felt like he hadn’t had anyone in a long time.

“That looks so fucking hot,” she whispered up to him, and pulled him down for a kiss. “Now fuck me, big boy, nice and slow, so I can see… unh…”

He’d started before she finished.

Ash did as she asked, for no other reason than it seemed to turn her on like crazy to look at herself in the mirror. She even pulled open her lower lips with one hand and leaned against the mirror, staring down at where they were joined, while Ash continued to slowly force himself to the hilt and withdraw again. A few touches to the clit and she came again, hard.

Afterwards, she told him he needed to cum on her face, and also make a video of that too. This prompted him to speed up, shoving her forward and taking her much faster, then start the video when he announced he was getting close.

Bynes immediately fell to her knees with an open mouth, tongue out and waiting. With her fox ears and orange and white hair, it was a gorgeous sight to climax onto. He got the camera recording just before he unleashed his orgasm all over her.


8- Marked Territory

Captain Bynes agreed to stay in this Outpost for the time being, on the condition that Ash returned before heading to a different sector. She was vacillating between staying here and wanting to try hitching a ride in his mech, and he was not convinced that would end well. He had visions of her trying to get into the cockpit in order to have sex with him while he was surrounded by enemies.

“Listen,” she told him. “I’ve marked a couple of places on your map that you should avoid.”

“Oh.” He’d assumed they were places to check.

“One of those is the really important one. There’s a fellow mech pilot who’s gone berserk. He thinks… well he’s lost his mind, okay? I think he was outside his mech without his exoskeleton for too long and it’s messed with his head.”

“So what’s he doing then?”

She winced. “He claims that he’s holding the pass against intruders. Thing is, we haven’t had any actual Vorquethar in here in ages. Just their bugs and parasites, and… what?”

He got his face under control. Whatever the aliens actually were, they definitely weren’t any of the things he’d been facing so far.

“Anyway what he doesn’t know is there are various different ways to get around the place he’s guarding. There are several ways out of the Shallows, but the way he’s guarding… it’s the safest and easiest way down to the mines.”

“The spot on the map labeled Mine All Mine, presumably,” he said, and she agreed with a chuckle.

“The other ways into the mines are… not pleasant.”

He promised to keep that in mind, and vowed to return. He got moving, but not without a seriously lengthy and tongue-filled kiss that let him know her mutations as a kitsune weren’t all external.

She really wanted to do him again. Letting him know exactly how much by licking every single centimeter of the inside of his mouth while purring, she then blinked suggestively at him several times. He had a mission to get to, but let her know by rubbing both ears that he would be back.

Achievement unlocked! Marked Territory.

All outposts may one day bear your mark. You have started on that journey by taking your first step, and making this outpost feel a bit more like home.

Reward: +300 organic matter units

That was excellent news. Ash immediately checked his total and found it to be 448. Enough to buy the thing that would certainly give him an edge in this fight. Heading back the way he’d come through the Shallows and out was not the simple matter he thought it would be. All the enemies had been replaced by the same amount of enemies, more enemies, or in a few cases, different and better ones. He dodged, jumped, used his fists, and in a couple of cases took damage before making it back through the cavernous rooms created by this alien race.

He climbed out of the underground Shallows and breathed a sigh of relief at finding himself before the Frontier Outpost.

“I don’t know why we couldn’t just collapse the whole fucking ant farm,” he muttered, “or use some kind of insecticide on them.”

“Won’t work, pardner,” Lillia said. “Those lil fuckers got different anatomies than us humies. So it’s never gonna work. They don’t react to the same chemicals we do. They exude deadly radiation.”

“Hi Lillia,” he said.

“Howdy!”

“Is Torald still in there?”

He heard a gruff, dismissive grunt.

“It’s so lovely to hear your voice, Torald,” he said with extra cheer.

The only thing he really needed while here, aside from his two Body points back after taking damage, was to buy the Nano Swarm Tactical Module and install that bad boy.

The vending machine accepted his payment of 250 orgmat, which was quickly sucked out of Waffles by a cloud of nanites. In return, a small sphere appeared from the ceiling and lowered into the mech.

“Would you like to install this Tactical Module?” Waffles asked him through his helmet.

“You bet your ass I would,” he said. Lillia chuckled.

“Although I do not possess an ass, I do understand this slang term,” Waffles replied. “Nano Swarm will be installed.”

The installation process was damn near instantaneous, and he was thankful for it. The repairing of his mech using nanites was also nearly instantaneous.

“These repair nanites… they’re not organic matter,” he said.

“No,” she replied, “but we need orgmat to live. I’ll head down into the crystals and make sure to work on the raw materials for more Tactical Modules. Seems like you might be in need of more of them. You’ve got the standard starting three, right?”

He nodded.

“Hopefully you’ll be able to secure more TacMod nodes before too long. I wouldn’t stray too far out of the starting sector without at least another node or two. You should also be able to upgrade your mech for attack and damage.”

“That’s good.”

“You still have to find them. There’s plenty still down there for someone skilled enough to find it.”

He wondered why these things wouldn’t come standard on a thirty meter tall mech, but he wasn’t in charge of appropriations or military spending. He also wasn’t in charge of… the… um.

He shook his head and tried to clear out something invasive.

He wasn’t in charge of… the… game. System. Game system.

Ash blinked away a sudden spike of pain in his temple. He wasn’t supposed to be thinking about this kind of thing. It wouldn’t help, since he didn’t have the… uh… the thing that helped him… do whatever it was he was supposed to do.

He shook his head and wiped away a bit of snot which was really blood, and didn’t notice. Waffles would wick that away using the gel in the cockpit. This line of thinking wouldn’t help him accomplish either of his goals: leveling up his mech, or defeating the Vorquethar remnant buried deep in these tunnels.

Those were his two goals. There was another thing, but it would only give him headaches and nosebleeds, and those were both counterproductive. Remembering would hurt. A lot. Best not to, until the dropship returned.

It took another three hours to clear out all the rest of The Shallows, save for the place with the psycho mech pilot. Now that he had the Nano Swarm installed, any orgmats he succeeded in punching free of his enemies were brought back to him, even the ones that got flung off into the dark or spiky places he couldn’t reach with his mech. He could now run through rooms much faster, with the nanites faithfully trailing after, bringing him all that sweet, sweet currency.

As for the red-purple radiation energy, it still didn’t do anything he could understand. Since Nano Swarm wasn’t using up his energy, he typically just kept his twenty bars of energy topped up. In the event of an emergency, he would use his rocket salvo and blow away one of his enemies while he punched or kicked the other to a bloody (orgmatty?) pulp.

He had already gotten a lot better about fighting the various enemies he’d now seen. The slugs and megasquitoes weren’t really a problem. The spitters he could handle, and the things that rushed at him could freak him out a little, but weren’t too bad. He’d gotten better at facing different creatures in the same room at the same time, dodging and attacking the biggest threats before taking on simpler enemies.

So far so good.

What he was curious about was, of course, the crazy guy in the mech who was ‘guarding’ the large and easy access to the Mine sector.

He was going to try it.

This involved a quick pop-in at the second Outpost, where he declined to tell Clarian what he was up to. Instead he told her (watching her stand on the railing completely naked, trying to coax him inside for a nice vigorous session of fucking) that he would be right back, and to just wait a sec. Then they’d make their way back to the Frontier Outpost so she could at least be around some people.

Despite the gel, he started sweating with the upcoming fight. He hadn’t fought anything other than mindless bugs so far. Sure they didn’t like him, and were trying to goop him with radioactive stuff, but they didn’t dodge much or display any sort of teamwork, tactics, or signs of intelligence. They basically rammed themselves into his fists and died.

This would be different.

“Boss battles are always different,” he muttered, and massaged his temples after killing yet another floating spitter. The gel erased any signs of nosebleed before he even registered anything amiss.

The room before this psycho mech guy sported those rhino enemies that rushed at him, but he timed his punches well. If he had another node for Tactical Modules and bought that punchy upgrade, he could’ve been more secure about this, but you had to play with the cards you’d been dealt.

He nearly took a hit of damage before killing the last one, but just managed to leap back before it slammed into him.

“We’re good,” he muttered, and peered through what was essentially a doorway to what lay beyond.

The cavern opened out into what felt like an arena. Sure it was full of stalactites hanging down, and a few stalagmites here and there, like the jaws of an anglerfish. Around the rim of the huge chamber, the floor fell away into those spiked alien plants. A few platforms littered the space here and there, looking like gigantic stalagmites that had been sheared off.

And at the other side loomed a mech that was larger than Waffles.

The thing was done in rusty red colors, and somehow several of the smaller spiky plants had gotten attached to the mammoth shoulder armor. This one, unlike Waffles, had humanoid head, with two eyes glowing reddish purple. Waffles only ever glowed a bluish color at some points, and gold in others. Aside from the broken mech Bynes had, he hadn’t seen any others, but the reddish purple light made him wonder.

Vertical slits where the mouth should be also oozed the condensed radioactive energy he’d been seeing, like the mech was slobbering. One of its arms ended in a truncated, broken barrel. Ash had no doubt it would be able to blast him with something. The other arm ended in wicked looking claws.

“I am the Watcher at the gate,” a gravelly, barely discernible voice came through the comms. “You are to go no further. Turn back.”

Ash didn’t respond, but continued walking toward him.

Suddenly, the mech launched itself into the air and came down hard, with thrusters barely slowing its descent. It slashed at him with its clawed hand, and only a quick leap backwards saved him from getting slashed right across the chest area.

It then powered up its hand cannon, and Ash dove aside as the beam of energy scored through the floor. It then swung up and over Ash’s head. He had to dodge again as rocks and debris began raining down on him.

“Okay, okay,” he said, while the mech turned to face off against him once more.

“I am the Watcher at the gate. Turn back or be destroyed,” the voice told him.

“Not about to happen,” Ash said.

Another leap and slash had Ash dodging and backing up, and then another cannon blast had him leaping aside, then dashing forward to avoid more falling rocks. In between those, there were split seconds of time where the mech reset or turned to face him.

Another series of attacks went identically: jump, slash, power up gun, and sweep the beam overhead to create falling rocks. This time, after avoiding the slash, Ash darted in and delivered his first punch. Sure, cracks appeared in the armor, but it seemed the only thing he accomplished was giving himself less space to handle the oncoming beam attack.

By the time he had leaped, sprinted, and leapt again to be away from the falling rocks, the cracks in the Watcher’s armor were sealed up.

“Maybe it has Body points too,” he panted.

So far, so good. Drawing close after the beam attack, he got in two quick jabs before it started its jump and slash cycle. He backpedaled while it leapt up high, and this time stopped midair with thrusters blasting.

“Great,” he muttered.

The beam cannon again charged up, pointed at him, and this time he waited a little longer before sprinting aside. The beam blasted into the rock where he’d been standing, then proceeded to follow after him, carving a channel into the floor.

“Under him,” Ash panted, and went directly under where the Watcher was hovering. He then unleashed his salvo directly upward. Sure it cost a Body point, but the swarm of missiles did at least five punches’ worth of damage.

The little missiles exploded all over the thrusters, and a second later Ash found the mech crashing down on him, dealing him another Body point’s worth of damage.

“Fuck this,” he growled, and with one hand grabbed at the claws, while punching downwards, directly into the mech’s head. Two, three, four, and five punches rained down on the thing before it got its thrusters working again and slid out from under him.

The Watcher staggered to its feet.

It then took a knee and grabbed at the cracked helmet, showing off the thing inside.

Ash kept himself from making gagging noises. It was certainly alien, and made of grayish chitin, or perhaps stone. That same purplish light burned in its eyes and dripped from its mouth.

“The opponent is not human,” Waffles supplied helpfully.

“Figured,” Ash said. “Still, it’s ugly.”

“Do you anticipate it is a Vorquethar?”

“I doubt it,” Ash said, although the thing inside the mech could’ve been some thirty or thirty five meters tall.

He watched how it came this time. If he knew anything about platformers, and he knew perilously little, it was that after a boss changed its form, its attack pattern could change.

He was right. The Watcher dashed forward without a word, sliding across the floor on thrusters in a way that Waffles couldn’t manage. It was only programmed to follow his movements, and rocket itself out of dangerous spike areas.

He dodged aside, though not fast enough. He took a slash to the arm, which marked his third Body point lost. Three more to go.

The Watcher repeated this move again, and he dodged aside a second time, barely avoiding the claws. The third attack was a feint, because it suddenly threw forward the beam weapon, already charged up.

Ash had heard the thing’s VOOOOIIIIMMMMM of the beam weapon charging up, and jumped over the Watcher entirely, twisting as he landed to deliver two quick body blows. When it turned and slashed, he had already leaped away.

It repeated this cycle twice more as well: dashing forward and slashing twice, then trying to blindside him with the beam weapon. Ash stayed patient, jumping over the mech each time and punching once or twice before backing off.

How was it that he had only six hit points, but this thing had taken no less than twelve hits?

“Boss logic,” he muttered, and ignored the blooming headache.

After the third cycle of attacks it once again rose up into the air on thrusters and charged up the beam. Ash immediately made a beeline directly below it, firing his salvo up and wasting Body point number four. As the Watcher fell heavily, he came in hard and fast, delivering punch after punch to the thing’s exposed face.

“Die you fucking… fuck!” he yelled.

Its thrusters engaged and it also charged up its beam weapon as it slid away from him. In a panic, he leapt aside, but when the bastard swept the beam up and around, a stalagmite fell directly down onto Waffles.

“Fuck!” he screamed, and leapt to his feet, charging at the Watcher.

As before, it got to its feet and swayed as if stunned. He charged in with a first strike, second strike, and remembered that his salvo was already pre-generated out of Body Points. It just wouldn’t regenerate using his last bit of armor. He engaged that after a third punch, and backed off as dozens of tiny missiles went screaming right into the thing’s face and neck.

He was already taking evasive maneuvers by the time the dust cleared, but the Watcher lay on its stomach, having fallen on his face.

“Ha!” he shouted. “Take that, asshole!”

Wait… his armor didn’t regenerate or anything.

He had to make it all the way back to the Outpost in order to heal up Waffles.


9- Mine All Mine

Ash noted the glittering bit on the fallen mech’s chest at the same time as the achievement appeared.

Achievement unlocked! Victor.

You have faced down a much stronger enemy and succeeded. Congratulations on your first major victory, in what may promise to be a bright future.

Reward: Vorquethar Energy Processor, +100 organic matter units

He picked up the shining thing, hoping that it would be the set of claws and they’d do more damage. Although… he was quite thankful the claws hadn’t done more than a single Body point worth of damage. If it killed him in three hits, he’d have been completely screwed.

“Energy processor,” he muttered.

It didn’t look organic, but that was because the creatures down here weren’t exactly organic. It was rocky and also metallic, sitting in the middle of the chest and extending out several tubes around to the back. Those tubes were actually tendrils, which retracted into the unit. When he grabbed it to look at it, those tendrils came out and wrapped around Waffles’s torso. It was then a tug of war, with him trying not to let the toothy, mouthy part to come into contact right near where the cockpit was in his mech. The worst was that in the gel, Ash now held a thing in his actual hand that simulated the ‘energy processor’ and the gel itself was really reeling itself in towards his own chest. He felt like he was fighting off someone with a knife, and that person was overpowering him.

Eventually, Waffles informed him that he would lose his last Body point if he continued to struggle. It didn’t matter, since his muscle gave out at around the same time.

The thing attached itself directly to Waffles’s midsection and dug in several tendrils.

Energy Processor (Mech Capability)

You now have the ability to process Vorquethar condensed radiation energy. By picking up and keeping these units, you will be able to turn downed enemies into the materials needed to replenish your mech’s Body.

Drain 5 Vorquethar energy units to reap nearby Body points from downed enemies.

Note: you may not move or attack while replenishing the mech’s Body.

A new energy bar appeared next to the regular energy bar, this one reddish purple. The regular blue energy bar had slid aside and narrowed up. Now, drifting from the fallen Watcher, were a whole lot of those balls of purple energy. They were sucked into the mech’s chest, and quickly filled up half the meter.

“Okay, I’m liking where this is going.”

Ash also had a new icon in his heads up display, and pressed the button. Immediately five of those purple energy bars depleted, and a surge of that energy rippled out of him. It eroded the body of the fallen Watcher, and the mech itself, and very slowly turned into nanite goo that coated his mech, and filled up one of the little Body point icons.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered. “So cool.”

The part about not moving or attacking was much less cool, since the process was not instantaneous. However, it would be nice to clear a room and use the dead bodies to heal up.

He used the healing deal again, and was a little dismayed to find that his red purple energy bar was now empty. Still, he had three Body points instead of one, and that gave him the power to head onwards, into the exit of The Shallows and into the sector of Mine All Mine.

***

“She wasn’t fucking around,” he said aloud, on entering the first of the mine rooms.

Broken down mine carts weren’t the first things he recognized, but rather the enormous purple crystals. They were absolutely everywhere.

The mine carts themselves looked like they’d been put on rails in the floor and in the ceiling. Some of them were still running, due to the hum of power he could detect coming off them. For now, though, none of the mine carts (which ran on a monorail) were on the tracks and moving.

He expected things to change, but the first sector of this place had been mostly gray and dull, while the second was very, very purple in color. The crystals caught every speck of light and threw it onto the walls and floor, but in tones of purple. It was still enormous in here, with ceiling clearance of easily fifty to sixty meters.

The next big change came in the form of enemies. This was clearly not the Shallows, with its slow moving bugs he could easily leap over. The first thing he saw across a small, but deep chasm was easily sixty meters long and about as tall as Ash’s mech. It was like a gigantic football had been sliced in two and covered over in thick armored plates. It came scuttling in on about twenty legs, not seeming to register his presence, before turning and heading back the way it had come. A few moments later it reappeared.

“What the hell are you?” he muttered, and made sure to snap a photo with the camera from Torald while he was at it. The Shallows hadn’t provided much in the way of a challenge, but Mine All Mine looked like it was going to be a different animal.

First of all, he threw a salvo at the enormous scuttler, and the missiles didn’t even kill it. He loved the way all the arm-sized rockets went screaming out in a large arc toward it, exploding into it, but the thing just turtled up. The enormous armored bug curled up into an even more enormous ball and began rolling slowly at him, but got stuck in the chasm. Ash breathed a sigh of relief, watching the world’s largest pillbug uncurl and flail all of its legs about.

“Don’t want to meet one of those in a large open space… or better yet, multiple those things.”

Scuttler was a better name for them than ‘those things’ so he went with that.

It took eight more punches to kill the scuttler, and he nearly took damage from it curling back up into a ball and crushing his mech’s arm inside it. He yanked his arm free just in time and delivered the last punch to its head, and thankfully it died.

If his salvo did somewhere between three and maybe ten hits of damage, this thing had eleven to eighteen hits to kill it.

Thankfully it dropped a record breaking 10 orgmats and 5 full Vorquethar energy. He immediately healed up the Body point he’d spent on the missile salvo.

Reaping the materials out of this bug didn’t reduce its body down to nothing, but he didn’t trust it to hold his weight. He went beside it and leapt the chasm rather than trust a makeshift alien bug bridge.

In the next room, cascades of broken purple crystal fell from the ceiling and down into collection vats, which were quickly shunted aside once they were full. Above him, somewhere above, enormous machinery could be heard pounding away.

The next room was a mining vein, with several mechanized drones some twenty meters tall bearing mining tools in their hands. As soon as he entered, they turned and started to burn with purplish energy at their eyes and joints.

“I hope you don’t mean to tell me there’s some kind of mind control element here and I’m going to slowly slide into oblivion along with all these other chucklefucks.”

There were two of them, but thankfully he punched the shit out of them while dodging back away from their attacks. They only dropped a few orgamts and two red purple energy each, but he was okay with that. He didn’t mind an easy enemy here and there.

The map showed several other ways he could have gone. One had a green dot pasted on it, with an elevator symbol, so he’d need to buy the Passkey. The others didn’t lead anywhere Bynes marked, except one. He picked that one, leading in the direction of the biggest of Bynes’s map notations. The first one she’d put in the Shallows had directed him to the boss and an incredible upgrade, so he went on a beeline toward that. With any luck, he’d get another awesome upgrade and one step closer to… eradicating the Vorquethar presence permanently?

Winning.

“Victory,” he said, shook off a headache, and drank a whole bunch of water while he was at it. The headaches were probably on account of the dehydration.

He fought the infected miner drones and the gigantic scuttlers until he was forced downwards, further down again, and into a space that was overrun with purple crystal. It was simply impassible… wait.

He saw a platform here, amongst crystals that had to be some twenty or thirty meters thick, and easily fifty meters long. They ended in sharp points. The platform had to be, if not impossible to jump to, then at the very edge of possible.

“Not risking it,” he told himself. You had to know when to turn around. Right now was the best time to turn around. After all, he had a second Outpost to get back to, a damsel in distress to fuck like a madman, and a couple of other passageways to different areas of the Mines, the Shallows, and also someplace Bynes had labeled Cultivation Station.

Making his way back to the second Outpost wasn’t difficult, and netted him another thirty-something orgmats, along with filling up his purple energy bar. This he would keep until after hitting the Outpost. That way he could venture deeper into these underground caverns and heal up some, then keep going.

Captain Clarian Bynes was looking positively sexable by the time he returned. She’d outfitted herself with some sleek knee high boots, a short skirt, and a jacket reminiscent of the flight suit he was wearing, but cut high enough that it showed off the scandalous shirt beneath. The white tank top was neatly framed by the flight jacket, and only served to draw the eyes immediately to her cleavage. It then showed off that she wasn’t wearing a bra; her nipples poked out, and it was almost obscene.

“Holy hell,” he breathed.

“I’m ready,” she said, hands on hips and tail slowly swishing back and forth.

“I thought we might, you know, give this place a send off. A splashy one.”

Bynes put her hands on her skirt and slowly raised it up. “You mean…”

“Yup.”

“Later,” she told him, and smoothed the skirt down. “You told me that there are still a couple of people in the Frontier Outpost. Any mech squads scheduled?” His look of confusion couldn’t have been more obvious, so she sidled up and ran a finger over his flight suit. “Don’t worry, tiger. You want into these panties, and I want you in them… but not here. I’ve already spent a good twelve hours in this place and it’s spooky. Let’s go.”

Which was how they both entered the mech, he in the cockpit and she in the storage space.

“The map you gave me,” he asked through the comms, “it’s not complete, is it?”

“Pffftt, no,” she said. “The real dangers are probably beneath the Stronghold, but the Stronghold is where the Hive sits.”

“The Hive,” he said, already loving the sound of this.

“It’s an impenetrable cocoon that we suspect holds the hive mind, which controls all the Vorquethar that live deeper in,” she said. “They’ve been looking for the key to unlock that cocoon ever since this whole thing started… and if it weren’t for all the dangerous terrain, monsters, and inability to patch up our mechs enough to make headway, we’d probably have cracked the it by now.”

“Yeah,” he said, immediately thinking of the energy converter and how it was going to give him the edge he needed.

“There’s an old soldiers’ tale about a deep area they call the Scrapyard, where it’s just rusted hulks of mechs. Hundreds of them littering the area. You can’t even see the ground, it’s just all mechs.”

“That is not awesome,” he said.

“So I tell you what,” she said. “When we get to Frontier, I’ll have a chat with Lillia, and then what do you say about a nice jacuzzi bath together?”

That sounded quite nice and he told her so.

“Good, because I haven’t been fucked like that… ever. Mmmm.” The sound of her purring was distracting enough that he ended up taking damage from one of the randomly firing bugs, while he was punching the crap out of the basic armored slugs.

“Mmmm,” she went on.

“You okay back there?”

“I’ve got… mmm… I’ve got my tail in one hand and my pussy in the other,” she purred over the comms. “You should get us there quick.”

“Working on it,” he said, and vaulted over a slug while punching up at a gigantic mosquito. He was getting quite the hard on, unfortunately.

Bynes sounded like she was halfway to blissing herself out when she spoke next. “Can I ask you a favor?”

“Ask, yes. Expect it to be fulfilled, not exactly.”

“Can we… can we record it?” she asked.

“Record… what? Us having sex?”

“If you don’t want to, that’s fine,” she said, and moaned low in her throat. “I mean obviously we won’t post it anywhere. The internet is only basically for the military, so there’s no porn anymore, so we kind of have to take what we can get. Plus, I don’t want strangers watching me getting hammered…”

Ash wasn’t quite sure what to say about this, except, “Of… course.”

“Can I… if I tell you something, you won’t tell anybody, will you?”

“I only know three people here, and you’re one of them, so I can safely promise not to divulge your secret,” he said, grinning, while healing up Waffles after another cleared room.

“I kind of… want… someone to watch.” Her voice was simultaneously worried and thick with lust. She clearly worried about him thinking she was just a slut, but the idea of it overwhelmed her. “Is that weird? You don’t think I’m a pervert or anything, do you?”

“I don’t think you’re a pervert or anything,” he said, and this was mostly true. He’d been with a lot of women, especially just before being deployed out here to the Frontier. He’d basically blown several months’ salary and the beginnings of his pension on getting to know every woman he could, before getting what was essentially a suicide mission. There’d been, let’s see… his girlfriend Ashley, followed by inviting her friend Evie to bed for a rocking threesome, and then Rachel, and then the twins. Holy shit, he’d had sex with twins before deploying out here. The one had had sex with him, and then in the middle of the night he’d woken up to the other one sucking his cock, and she rode him right next to where her sister was sleeping. That wasn’t even the end of it, either. He also met the little one who reminded him of a fairy, with the cute face who couldn’t have sex with the lights on. She was secretly a freak in the sheets too.

So he couldn’t exactly call a spade a spade, since he was pretty spade-shaped already.

“I just…” she said. “I just want to live. I want to know I lived. I came real close out there. I sat there in my mech and, well, I got off about twenty times thinking about what and who I’d do if I ever saw people again. I’ve always wanted an audience, you know what I mean? Back before I deployed there was this time where I went out on the town, just a long coat on, nothing underneath. Walked around with my hands jammed in my pockets and no other clothes on at all, and I just came, and came, and came. Like four times in an hour. I had to go to a public restroom and clean my juices off the insides of my legs.” Ash was painfully hard now, and turned on by the fox girl’s story. “So I want to, you know, do some of that. With you. But more. I-if you want.”

He smiled. It was like he was able to check off some of the items on her bucket list.

“You’re quiet, okay, I get it, you don’t—”

“I’m happy to help,” he said.


10- Showing Off

Ash spent the remainder of the trek back both killing enemies and hard as steel. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this uncomfortably, painfully erect, but when he exited the cockpit and found Bynes there waiting for him, his first instinct was to force her up against the wall, tear off whatever underwear she had on, and fuck her silly.

What stopped him was that she was on the floor, in the throes a potent orgasm. She looked more like a fainting victim than a sex partner.

When he got her up off the floor of the cramped cargo area, and asked her if she was all right, he got a wonderful response.

“More than all right,” she mumbled. “I think I just had the biggest orgasm of my life, and you weren’t even inside me.”

The mech settled against the collar that fully healed up Waffles, and the shock of the mech clicking into place also shook him out of his need to simply bend her over and rail her for all he was worth. She moaned in ecstasy once again when the whole mech shuddered, and he realized his hand around her hip was also brushing up against her tail.

He helped Bynes stagger out of the mech. The Outpost had provided a ramp, and they took it nice and slow.

“Howdy Ash whoa there!” Lillia cried. “Who have we here, huh? Mute, kitsune… and alive? Well ain’t you a sight for sore eyes there, Captain Clarian Bynes. You look… I’m glad to see you alive an’ well there, even if you look twice shy.”

Ash wondered if now was the moment when Bynes would raise up her skirt and flash the woman, then demand he put it in her, or if she’d tear open her shirt and flash the Outpost shopkeep.

As for him, he hunched over along with Bynes to try to conceal the unstoppable hard on he had been sporting for a good half hour.

“I need to get her inside,” he told Lillia. He needed to get inside her.

“A course a course, we got a med bay right over here.” Thankfully on the bottom floor. “Any idea what’s wrong with her?”

Ash knew what was wrong: she had a gaping hole in her that needed filling up, and fast. He had just the device for the job. Instead, he said, “She was trapped in her wrecked mech for days—“

“Weeks,” Bynes muttered, and shrugged off the flight suit jacket. The low cut of her tank top and the angle she was hunched over both made it possible to see all the way down to her belly button. The way she shivered against him told him she was getting off on this display.

“Oh!”

“For weeks,” he said, and nearly grabbed onto his throbbing erection. “But she hadn’t eaten in days.”

“I need something inside me,” Bynes groaned.

“Something to eat, got it,” Lillia said, and rushed off.

He guided her to the waiting med bay.

“I need something else inside me,” she said, and reached down to get a handful of his butt cheek. “Sausage… or a banana.”

“You’re going to get fucked so hard,” he told her, “you’re going to need to stay in med bay for a good week.”

“Yesssss,” she breathed. “I need you to pull my hair.”

The mental image of her on her hands and knees with her hair in his hand, back arched, eyes closed like she was meditating, caused him to moan and swear.

She kicked off both boots on the way, pausing to unzip and then fling off first one, then the other. They joined her jacket, forming a line of clothing leading to the med bay. Next to go were her panties, soaked through and white, the color chosen specifically for letting him know how wet they were. They drifted off not far from the second boot.

“You shouldn’t—“

“The med bay will need to run diagnostics,” she said with a whimper, then froze and came again, right where she was standing. The convulsions caused him to clutch onto her. He couldn’t help but slip a hand under the skirt she had on, gripping her ass. “F-f-fuuuucck.”

After that, she unzipped her skirt down one side and let it slide down her legs and puddle onto the floor.

Ash chanced a look up, hearing Lillia’s boots clomp against the metal ladder. Instead, he saw Torald with his grim, unreadable expression and his hands gripping the railing.

“You have an audience,” he muttered, which caused her head to snap up.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she moaned, sounding halfway regretful and halfway lost to the pleasure. “P-put a fin-finger i-in me. Please.”

He slipped his hand down lower and found her dripping. Literally dripping. If he hadn’t been with Mizu the squirter, he would have sworn this was as wet as a woman could get. He was tempted to look behind him and see whether droplets were visible on her clothes-shedding march toward the med bay.

He decided on two fingers, which caused her to double over, hands on knees, and climax with such power that he felt pain in his fingers. Her internal muscles had squeezed him that hard.

Finally she ripped off her top and with his help, stood up completely naked. Her eyes flickered up to where Torald was staring down, and she muttered several more curses.

Soon though they were inside the med bay, with no chance Torald could be watching them. Bynes arched her back and presented herself on hands and knees before Ash, showing precisely how wet she was, and it was extremely. He saw twin trails of wetness the whole way down the insides of her thighs to her knees. She shivered and lay down on her stomach, then rolled over a second later.

Lillia reappeared just as Bynes got settled on the table. Tail still flicking, Bynes was still heaving for breath, as Ash sat on a stool to try to hide his erection.

“I… see… you… removed your duds.”

Bynes just writhed, rubbing her legs together and stretching her arms way up over her head to bring attention to all the bare skin on display. She was shivering.

“I was… feverish. Hot.”

Lillia looked doubtfully from her to him and back to her. “I’ll get y’all some clean clothes, all right?”

Bynes just moaned in response.

The moment Lillia backed out of the large open doorway, Bynes scooted off the table and presented her ass.

“Now. I need it now. Please!”

Ash lasted far more than the ten seconds he thought he would manage. Ripping off his clothes, he stood and took Bynes by the hips, then shoved himself roughly inside her. She gave off a loud moan of pleasure he was too slow to muffle. He clapped a hand over her mouth and slammed into her again and again, and he wondered if the slap of skin on skin was going to echo through the Outpost.

“You loved that,” he growled in her pointed ear, and she nodded. “Putting on a show… for him… for me.” Muffled moans still came out of her, along with her hot breath. Still, he couldn’t get his focus away from the way she was squeezing him. His abs bumped into her furry tail with every thrust. He drove into her like an animal. If she came again, great, but she’d already climaxed enough for a week. He remembered her request and twirled her hair around his hand, gathering it all up in a loose fist and pulling gently back. She responded by clamping down on him again, only not his fingers this time.

He didn’t last long. The situation had put him into overdrive, and he humped forward without stopping. The orgasm rose inside him and he didn’t try to tamp down on it.

“I’m going to cum,” he whispered. “Where do you want it?”

No answer came. Her eyes rolled back, eyelids fluttering. She continued to rock her hips back into his and was now licking the fingers over her mouth. So he grunted, and told her he was about to… and she didn’t stop. She just kept right on backing her ass up into him.

And this was how he came: hunched over her, pressing his chest into her back, rubbing one of her ears and listening to her tell him yes, Ash, yes.

He dressed afterwards. There was no time for cuddling, with Lillia returning with clothes.

“If only we’d had an audience,” she breathed. Refusing the offer of tissue hadn’t made sense to him, but now he understood. She was scooping it up out of her and spreading it over her skin, like lotion.

“You are incredible,” he told her quietly.

“I think the mute part of me does it,” she muttered. “I get so… I get so I can’t help it.”

Maybe her being a genetically altered person made per impossible to impregnate. There was another possibility he wasn’t thrilled to consider, though, but he didn’t voice it.

When Lillia did return, it was with downcast eyes and a red face. She set the clothes down on the table, mumbled something about Bynes feeling better soon, and disappeared.

“I think…” Ash said, after the sounds of her climbing the metal ladder receded.

“She definitely listened to us,” Bynes said, humming with pleasure and once more rubbing her legs together.

***

Ash received yet another achievement in the minutes following his time with Bynes in the med bay.

Achievement unlocked! Repeat Performance

There’s no place like home, and home is where you hang your hat. Or rather, home is where you have violent intercourse. Congratulations on spreading your… influence to a second outpost.

Reward: +300 organic matter units

Ash immediately went to the vending machine, then paused. Directly above him was the stolid and disapproving Torald. A quick ascent put him on the third level with the old bastard.

Torald didn’t say anything or look at Ash for long enough that Ash started to wonder if he’d died from seeing a nude woman. It went on even longer than that, until Ash definitely saw the old man blink.

“You brought a downed pilot back alive,” Torald said.

“I did,” Ash responded. 

“Very much alive,” Torald said.

Ash wasn’t sure what to say about that. It was clear Torald knew he and Bynes had slept together, but he wasn’t sure if the old fucker was missing his younger days, or jealous, or grossed out, and none of that mattered.

“I used to be something of an engineer and smith in my day,” the old man said.

Ash just waited. It seemed like the thing to do based on the way Torald spoke. He was curious as to where this was going.

“These new mechs they’ve got you suicidal zealots piloting.” Torald shook his head and scoffed, then smiled. The smile reached no farther than his mouth, steering well clear of his eyes. “They’re shit. Like taking all the options off a Ferarri and expecting people to drive it. Reeks of desperation and exhaustion, it does. Gov’mint’s got less and less actual resources to throw at this problem, and less and less will to do so”

“I… yeah.” What kinds of upgrades was Waffles missing?

“But you’ve got balls, kid. Seems like in the time I’ve been here, a bunch of brainless tools come in here and throw themselves into a spiked pit of death, and that’s just the end of it. But I like you. You make me laugh.”

Ash was dead sure Torald had yet to laugh once.

“You bring back her mech parts or any mech parts you come across, and I can probably strip off anything decent and graft that on to your unit there.”

He then had Ash bring up some of the photos he’d taken with the camera, and splashed them onto several wall screens in his small shop area.

“Most of Bynes’s mech is toast,” the old man grumbled, rubbing his chin and making his beard go berserk. “I doubt there’s anything viable on it, but we’ll never know. You can bring it back. I’ll put a tow cable on you.”

“Tow cable.”

“It’ll haul your mech out of an abyss too, if you can fire the grappling hook precisely.”

The unit itself was far heavier than either Torald or Ash could handle on their own, so at the push of a button Torald summoned a platform, with a cloud of nanites to haul the unit up and out of the workshop area, and over to Waffles.

It turned out the tow cable was a complex reconfiguring, let by Torald over the course of several tense hours. He started by reinforcing a number of Waffles’s joints: the elbow and shoulder joints specifically. Next, he installed the tow cables, plural, in the various places around the mech: both forearms and the boxy part of the hips. Ash recalled several places he definitely hadn’t been able to reach by jumping alone, and thought that, in addition to towing the mech back here for Bynes (and possibly for future upgrades), it would be a great way to lift himself in a way his arms hadn’t been able to by themselves. This could be great.

Ash was chowing down in the small cafeteria, on food Lillia had been printing and storing up in the large refrigeration unit. She had pizza. Real, honest to goodness pizza. It was something he hadn’t had in absolutely ages. Where had he eaten so well? They certainly hadn’t had a food printer with this kind of sophistication back in Bumfuck, Iowa. He remembered, before deploying, eating some exotic shit in… Japan of all places.

That made about as much sense as him flying to the moon or having a dick measuring contest with a local game champion. A headache bloomed to life instantly, crushing his ability to concentrate on the pizza. He swore and clamped his head in his hands.

“The effect is getting stronger,” he muttered, and didn’t know what the words meant.

Ash couldn’t remember ever being in Japan. He had grown up a nothing farm boy tilling fields and getting drunk at the local bar, before his draft card came and he exchanged his bestest golden retriever Waffles for his mech with the same name.

“This… doesn’t… matter.”

He blinked it away, used a tissue to staunch the blood that had dripped onto his pepperoni, and then, since you didn’t waste perfectly good 3D printed food, he ate it.

“Whatever,” he told himself. “You used to lick your blood any time you cut yourself in the fields.”

Lillia happened by soon after, glancing at him and down at the floor several times in rapid succession like he was infected with plague.

“Or she heard you having sex with the fox girl,” he breathed.

He had a mental image of Lillia heading out of the med bay, getting her hands and feet on the ladder, and freezing where she was, hearing Captain Clarian Bynes getting a big dose of the D. Did she then creep back there and peek around the corner, or just stand there listening to the sound of flesh on flesh? Did she make out any of what he’d said to Bynes, or did she just listen to the quiet, intense tone of the words?

He raised a hand in greeting. “Lillia! Hey there.”

“H-howdy!” She sure did put a brave face on it, and approached him.

“I’ll be heading out soon.”

“Oh? Good, that’s great.”

“You got any word on what else Torald has in his shop there? I could use more than one upgrade, ya know?”

She shrugged. “Lemon sucker? I stay away from him except on bridge and cribbage nights. He doesn’t like talkin’ shop. Not a talkative one, unless ya get him started on his service record. Won’t shut up about different mech types, armaments, upgrades, that sort of shit. I never listened too much.”

“Thanks, I may just do that.”

“Sure. Sure.”

“Hey, sorry by the way,” he said.

She looked like she’d just been punched in the clitoris. “Huh? What? Sorry for what?”

“Bynes and me. She was… really out of sorts. Hopefully whatever she’s got, it’s out of her system.”

She turned a red so red it lit up the sides of her neck and her upper chest, along with her ears. The change happened so fast he knew his mental image was right.

The only question was whether Lillia had been grossed out when listening (or watching) him have sex with Bynes, or if she had a hand in her pants the whole time. It was the kind of info he’d be happy to tease out of her in a day or two, once he had more upgrades, achievements, Tactical Modules and bosses under his enormous belt.


11- Frisbees of Death

Not only did he have a tow cable, but he had enough orgmats to purchase the Green Passkey or the remaining Tactical Module on offer. Difficult choice. Although he still only had 3 TacMod nodes, and the last one he didn’t yet have was too big to fit, he was confident he’d end up with another one or two TacMod nodes before too long. He wanted to have more Tactical Modules to fill those gaps when the time came.

On the other hand, the Passkey let him go someplace where more of those nodes might be.

“Yeahhhhh,” he muttered, and sank 500 orgmats into the Passkey.

Congratulations! You have purchased Passkey (Green)

Areas bearing the green symbol will be open to you.

As for his other new upgrade…

The tow cable did indeed allow him to scale previously impassible areas in the Shallows and he thought would probably give him access to that one point in the Mines as well.

Timing it and actually relying on the tow cable was terrifying. He tried, sure. He launched the cable up at at a wall and reeled himself up toward the ceiling of a room, but his feet were on solid ground then. He even then went and practiced jumping up before attaching the cables and reeling himself in, hating the feel of the gel jerking on his lower back.

He was coming to see himself as the mech more and more. Before the tow cable existed, he’d instructed Waffles to put the sensitivity level in the impact gel to the maximum, and the results were humbling. Every time the mech took damage from a spiky wall or fall into a chasm, the gel jabbed him with prickly needles that didn’t quite break the skin…

“They sure fucking hurt though.”

Any time he stumbled into one of the crawling slugs while leaping to punch one of the glob spitters, the gel sent an electric shock of pain through his Achilles heel. Whenever the glob of radioactive muck hit the mech, the gel slammed him with an impact and was also hot enough to be very uncomfortable. It got to the point where he was unable to distinguish between himself and the mech, which was why using the tow cable wasn’t nearly as intuitive. Ash had never had a retractible winch cable attached to both forearms and both hips.

He trained with it, running around the Shallows back and forth, and exploring the Mines area. His missions were twofold: get confident using the tow line, and also grab up enough orgmats to buy the last Tactical Module from the Frontier Outpost… although he wondered about buying one of the one use evac things once he got his butt kicked. He figured it would be sooner rather than later.

Using the tow cable took a single of his bluish energy bars each time, which ordinarily he couldn’t bring back up through killing off alien flora and fauna. He was able to retreat to the second Outpost and refill that as well as any missing Body points, which was only a stopgap measure. He would have to use it sparingly. He only got the purple energy out of dead enemies, not the blue stuff.

He took damage during this time, but he was now gaining the red purple Vorquethar energy at a good rate, and the dead bodies were there for the pickings, allowing him to periodically heal back up. This was another useful way to train. 

Although he had the ability to go back to the spiky room in the Shallows, or retrieve the mech for Bynes, he went to a place where a chasm stretched for far longer than he could jump on his own. This was in the Mines, and he chose it for the extreme danger. He didn’t want to start half-assing anything down here.

This chasm stretched farther than the others, and also ended up higher than the place where he jumped off. Down below, it ended in enormous shards of purple crystal that looked like they might impale him if he fell.

“No impalement today… well, I’m not the one getting impaled. Bynes asked for and received her impalement. Totally voluntary.”

He got a running start and leapt off, which didn’t give him much more distance. At the end of his jump his thrusters kicked on, and he aimed the tow cable. Immediately all four of them burst forward and slammed into the rock face, then began to reel him in. He still swung downwards and nearly slammed into the sheer cliff leading directly down to a purple death. He then climbed up with the help of the cables, on his hands and knees only for a moment before realizing there was a flying thing in here he hadn’t seen before.

At the cost of a single blue energy, he’d crossed a much larger chasm than before, effectively giving him a kind of super jump.

This had the look of a bat, and he remembered to click an image of it just before dodging out of the way of its sonic like attack. The shockwave of the thing’s scream went past him, and an unsettling sound came from behind, something hard-edged and wrong.

He didn’t waste time wondering or checking, but instead fired a salvo of mini-rockets at the bat thing, and came flying toward it after the smoke of the explosions cleared. One and then another punch later, and it died, falling and exploding into a small pile of loot.

“Okay then,” he panted, and peered behind himself.

Where the sonic attack had hit, an extremely fast growing bunch of crystal had grown out of nowhere. It shimmered dangerously, still expanding rapidly. The batch of crystals was some twenty meters in length, like a purple sea urchin made of glass that appeared as fast as he could blink.

“Okay, fucking yikes. No thank you.”

The whole thing shattered into thousands of pieces, and he counted himself lucky it wasn’t an explosion of shards. There was only so much he was prepared to fight off.

He fought another of the flying bats that threw out crystals, and this time fell on the bush of crystals when he landed after delivering the killing blow. He lost a Body point repairing damage to his thrusters and foot armor, and counted himself lucky it wasn’t more. Burning more of the Vorquethar energy put him at 13 purple energy points, and back up to full health. He thanked his lucky stars for the energy converter and moved on.

Soon the pathway terminated, except a shaft extending straight up, and another extending straight down. Another brand new beast could be found here, like a centipede with an arrow shaped head, bristling with the same sort of purple crystal spikes all over its back. The crystalpede, which he photographed, didn’t ignore him like the gigantic pillbugs, but lashed its entire body across the shaft and snarled at him.

“I’m not your enemy,” he told the thing, but had several problems. One, that was a lie, he was the enemy of basically everything down here, and two he wanted to go up rather than down. He was tired of going deeper and deeper into this silent, dark, subterranean maze.

He backed away from the shaft opening, and pretty soon the crystalpede could be heard moving on. It passed out of view a few seconds later.

Heading up the shaft was going to be a problem. One, he had to spend blue energy every time he used the tow cable, and two, he would be using the tow cable over and over and over to scale the shaft. From here, leaning into the entrance, he couldn’t see the exit.

Oh, and three, he would have to deal with several more crystalpedes.

“I hate this,” he said, but without real conviction. He only had to think about Bynes, and Lillia back at Frontier Outpost. The whole situation, and his successes thus far put a huge smile on his face.

He leapt down the hole and fell down the shaft.

***

The crystalpedes were assholes. Whether you were staring up at them or falling down toward them, they sensed him coming and bristled with their crystals outstretched. He was forced to employ his boosters to move away from the first one, shove off the wall away from the second, and got slammed into by the third.

“Okay you…” he gasped, heaving from the gel suddenly arresting his movement. “…can go fuck yourself.”

Instead of just sliding off its jagged, crystalline exterior, he grabbed it by the head and delivered several punches. The head was also topped by crystals, and he took damage the first punch, though not the second. The nanites that surrounded him in the event of damage prevented more damage, but if he stuck around here for another second he’d take more damage.

He employed the tow cable to anchor him to the wall, and as it began to reel him in, he shot a salvo of micro missiles at the gigantic fucker.

The crystalpede’s weak spot also became clear.

Almost the whole thing was surrounded by impenetrable crystals, but bashing his hands and then the missiles into it shattered the crystals on some of the segments. Those could now be punched. It still seemed too risky, since it wasn’t slow, and also had a lot of crystals attack with, but he vaulted off the wall and slammed into it anyway. He was more pissed off than he was concerned about his resources.

The punch landed, and he shot out the tow cables again, before leaping off the wall again and delivering the killing punch.

Both he and the hundred meter long crystal-topped creature began to plummet downward through the shaft now.

Ash realized his mistake just a moment later: the body could still damage him. He took yet another damage off it, making it the second most dangerous creature so far after the Watcher battle. As he did, he shoved the falling corpse away, while his upgrades and Tactical Module collected a whopping 15 orgmats and five Vorquethar energy.

He would have begun the reconstruction process, but the bottom of the shaft came rushing up at him. Employing his thrusters arrested his fall, and he landed in a superhero crouch entirely too close to the offending crystalpede.

“Rotten fucker,” he muttered, and peered around to make sure he was safe before reclaiming his third body point. He then rolled his eyes, went through another five of the purple energy, and reclaimed yet another Body point. The crystalpede’s body dissolved under the assault of purplish energy, and those nanites formed into armor on the mech’s exterior.

The place where he’d found himself was yet another enormous tunnel, easily a hundred meters tall and unlit. He’d been swallowed by darkness. Small head lamps flared to life on the mech’s head, but only seemed to cut about ten meters into the gloom. Some haze or fog down here interfered with the damn lamps.

“This is going to be spectacular,” he muttered.

First, he was off the map. He still had the map from Bynes, but she had never explored past the Green Passkey zones. Nor had she found this shaft or explored it.

“What do you think?” He asked Waffles.

“I am only here to assist you, Captain,” Waffles responded.

“Do you have data on what this place could be?”

“Unfortunately, I am not connected to the military internet system, but the crude map supplied with my internal drives suggest this may be this sector of the underground.

A map lit up, with the Shallows, Cultivation Station off in one direction he hadn’t explored, Mine All Mine in the other direction he had explored, and Stronghold directly beneath the Shallows. New map lines began to appear, with an additional ten sectors flashing to life.

“What am I looking at?”

“This is the result of reconnaissance efforts amongst old expeditions and military pushes, and guesswork on the part of the scientists responsible for investigating captive Vorquethar.”

“Ohhhhkay.”

Beneath the Mines was a gray place labeled Old Hive.

“If this is indeed Old Hive, the decimation of this sector occurred some thirty years ago under the command of General Kreigsgard. This was what led the combined earth militaries to believe they had won the war and eradicated the threat of the invaders.”

“So this was the seat of power, or where the Queen lived?” He vaguely remembered something about his. Every year on Kriegsgard they celebrated with parades, mock fights against fake alien enemies… he couldn’t remember any of it clearly for some reason.

“That was widely reported.

“Left or right?”

“There is an old adage: right is never wrong.”

He huffed but didn’t protest, and headed off in that direction.

It didn’t seem he was in the Mines any longer, based on the lack of miners, the lack of gigantic purple crystals, and the way the tunnel shaft felt entirely different.

This new area was slate gray in most places his headlamps could discern, without a single enemy visible.

“Let’s call this place the Gray Wastes,” Ash said. “How’s that?”

In response the map sector outlined previously in a maroon color shifted to gray, and the words appeared on the map. This gave Ash a smile. Just as Bynes could control the world and define it, so could he.

He explored high and low throughout the Gray Wastes, finding a lot of places that had been obliterated. They were covered in twisted metal shards that looked dangerous to touch. With only four Body and no way back up to the safety of the Outpost, there was no testing limits here. He had no wish to find out how the exoskeleton worked.

“There has to be an Outpost or some enemies here,” he told nobody. Or perhaps Waffles.

He found angry motes of dust that attempted to float over toward him, and punching them produced a single purple energy and no orgmats, though they didn’t give him the inorganic material he needed to heal. When he tried it, though, he was successful in healing up a Body point by stripping the floor and ceiling of a few millimeters of dusty, rusted metal.

“All right,” he said.

The angry dust motes (or very slow flying frisbees), like everything else here, radiated red purple energy, and were maybe about the diameter of a person. Like tiny jellyfish that had a steering mechanism. He rather enjoyed killing them, until he ended up in a room with like forty of them. He went on a killing spree, punching and punching, until one of them touched the exterior of the mech and fucking exploded.

He finally lost two Body points. Luckily, he was rocketed backwards away from the others. He dashed away from the remaining two dozen and got enough space that he could concentrate on repairing the damage. It took time, but the furious frisbee things seemed to have forgotten he was there now that he was out of sight and around a corner.

The Vorquethar energy he’d gotten off them, though, topped his Body points off.

When he headed in again, he unleashed the salvo of micro missiles and was gratified to see each missile able to take out a single one of the little bastards. He punched several that drifted too close, backed up to kite a few more of them towards him, and kept right on punching.

When he was finished, it was back to recovering the Body point he’d used in generating more of the micro-missiles.

The following room was swarming with the tiny frisbee bombs. Hundreds of them. They glowed, bathing the whole room in a strange purple light that was utterly different from the remainder of the Gray Wastes, and the air was thick enough with the creatures that he couldn’t make out the other side of the room.

“Well shit,” he muttered, and did the salvo again.

And again.

Then again.

He would dart in to punch several if they got close, absorb the Vorquethar energy, and back off to heal up the Body points lost through using his salvo ability so many times. He’d then punch a few more of the little bastards who continued to chase him out of the room, salvo several more times, punch a few more, and retreat again. The whole process dragged on, taking longer than he thought necessary.

It got so he raked in another achievement.

Achievement unlocked! Exterminator

Destroying enemies by the hundreds will grant you this achievement. You do your superior officers proud, Captain.

Reward: mech hulk

The mech hulk he discovered on finishing up the room. This was a half destroyed mech, like the one he’d found Captain Bynes in, but this one didn’t have a grateful (and super attractive and horny) pilot ready to bone down right after finding it.

This one had been exploded a few too many times by the frisbees of death, and now only a few bits remained. It was not the same as Waffles, not by a long shot. First of all, the hands had long punch claws extending out between the knuckles, and the boosters at its one remaining leg were much larger than the ones in Waffles’s feet.

“Is that a Vorquethar energy converter?” He asked.

“It appears so,” Waffles said. “It has been almost completely destroyed by the fight, however.”

“Got it.”

The mech hulk had also barricaded itself into a crack in the cavern wall, though ‘crack’ wasn’t the right term exactly. The cavern bulged out by a good half a football field into a mini cavern, and the mech’s pilot had created a mammoth shield somehow, stretching from floor to ceiling. Most of it dissolved when Ash did his final round of Body point restoration, which he was beginning to think of as ‘healing sessions’ and attached to his exterior to serve as armor points.

A few more of the death frisbees occupied the next room, and a single salvo took out the whole dozen in one go. From there, he found the remains of the pilot beyond, the exoskeleton destroyed by more explosions.

“I think we’re about to find an Outpost,” he said.

He did not, unfortunately, find an outpost. What he found instead was some kind of portable charging and restoration unit, like the thing that attached to Waffles’s back in the first several Outposts. He immediately used it, filling up on energy and one Body point.

“And what’s this?” he asked, peering at a huge set of metal doors set into the cavern’s end. 

You have located a fast-travel platform. Would you like to activate it by spending 10 energy and 100 organic material units?


12- Forced Eviction

Fast travel platform?

“You bet your ass I want to activate it,” he declared. “Spend away!”

A small—only five meters across—lit up in the unmistakable shape of a mech’s hand. He reached forward and pressed his hand against it, and the resources flowed out. Nothing happened at first. In fact, a whole lot of nothing happened for long enough that Ash started to wonder whether he was out a whole lot of precious resources, when a deep, unfathomable groan reverberated through the passageway. It grew sharper and louder, and a sheen of dust finally exploded off the old doors. Then, a resounding crack later, they started into motion.

The two huge doors opened, finally, onto a large octagonal opening, with a platform within capable of accommodating Waffles. Both the doors and the platform were worn and rusted.

“All right,” he said. “Now we’re talking.”

The tunnel beyond was clearly built and reinforced by humans. None of the alien landscape touched here. It was all clearly metallic and scrawled with the stenciled letters of the military: MXC, SDC, MDC, and others, with little arrows pointing to the different things in the new place he’d found.

“A lot of acronyms,” he muttered. “Why are there so many friggin acronyms in the military?”

He stepped onto the platform, and instantly a pair of clamps rose out of it to encase the mech’s large feet.

Choose a destination.

“Nope,” he said. “No thank you. No. Not yet.”

Using the tow cable, he first dragged the mech hulk toward and then onto the platform. From there, he eventually wound his way around and through to the original shaft where he’d entered, stepping carefully around the crystalpede and back to the left. To the part of the Gray Wastes he hadn’t explored.

This was how he found large, lumbering grub-like creatures, not hugely different from the original enemies he’d face, also glowing with purple energy, but these ones were sharper, faster, and clung to the walls and ceilings.

They died, but it took six punches or a single salvo to take them down.

He leapt over chasms, leapt over large pits of spiky twisted metal bits, and avoided the grubs, which really wanted to fall on him from above. Dodging around them wasn’t too difficult, if you knew they were there and knew to time your dodges carefully, which he did.

He killed the little death frisbees down this way too, which floated out of small cracks in the walls, or just hovered in place in other rooms. They were strategically placed near chasm jumps, where they were much more likely to get him in the midst of a jump, or when he was forced to jump onto a tiny section of floor with no easy way to jump back. And although he took two different death frisbee explosions to the face, he did earn more than enough Vorquethar energy and he got enough quiet time to allow him to heal up the damage.

Eventually, he faced the choice to continue on, or head back toward the fast travel platform and wherever that might take him. Unfortunately it wouldn’t be taking him to anyplace he’d seen before, since none of those places had fast travel platform entries. Meaning he’d be even further from the comfort of Captain Clarian Bynes and her urges to have people watch her.

“One more room,” he said. He was topped up on Body points, he had 8 Vorquethar energy handy, and—

The passageway slammed shut behind him.

“I was supposed to have good luck,” he muttered, then furrowed his brow. He wasn’t entirely sure what that sentence meant, not anymore. Ash was too long away from the spork, and was only experiencing the past as confusing thoughts or snippets of deja vu.

He looked back toward the great stone slab that had slammed down on him and considered trying to break through it, but it was easily twenty meters thick and fifty meters high. It was literally massive, and Waffles confirmed this.

“The impediment is too large and heavy for the tow cable to handle,” he was informed.

At the other end of a cavernous room, again surrounded by twisted spikes of metal, stood another mech. The floor had large cracks running through it, but most of these were only three or four meters wide. Far bigger than Ash could have jumped, but nothing compared with his mech’s wide, thruster-filled feet. In this room, the ceiling was much lower, and wouldn’t give his opponent the chance to fly up high to beam attack him.

The mech was another of the type that had heads, though nearly half the head was missing. The whole thing stood inert. No energy radiated from within, neither the blue of Waffles nor the reddish purple of the alien enemy.

“Okayyyyyyy,” he muttered. “Where’s the trap?”

There had to be one. That was the only explanation of what was happening here.

Stillness answered him. Nothing.

“Waffles?” he asked, then chuckled. “You got any butter or syrup to pour over the situation?”

“I… do not,” the mech’s computer said after a moment of hesitation. “Assuming you mean to ask me to shed light on the situation.”

“That I do,” he said.

When he took a step forward though, and the first of the death frisbees floated up out of the large cracks in the floor, he thought he understood.

“We can deal with this,” he muttered, and immediately charged the one that had appeared.

The whole floor lit from below with reddish purple, and soon they floated up to join the first one in multitudes.

“Fuck,” he muttered, and killed several of the nearer ones. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

They had almost all floated up out of the floor in a large donut shape around his location. Even though he found this odd, and there were more than enough of them to kill him, they didn’t. Instead several of them glommed onto one another, forming small stacks, then those stacks floated together and stuck. It soon gave them the appearance of a soccer ball.

One salvo took down one of the soccer ball shapes, but he didn’t have enough micro-missile salvos for that and wanted to save his Body points on the off chance he got hit and took two points of explosive damage.

And the whole time, he muttered a string of curses. Over and over and over.

The first soccer ball drifted over toward the abandoned mech, and lodged itself in the hole in its head. Now the eyes glowed with energy.

Another ball of frisbees joined it, then another. The first one was heading down through what must’ve been a hollow mech, because the light shone out of cracks and the mech’s joints: waist, hips, then knees and ankle joints all began to glow that familiar red purple.

“I guess let’s dance,” he said.

He had fought a boss before, and he now understood a bit better what he’d done right and what he’d done wrong. First, this creature had an attack pattern. The last one hadn’t been intelligent enough or skilled enough to vary up its attacks. It also never defended, so it wasn’t like he would be facing blocked punches. So if he just dodged, he would learn its pattern and when it would leave him openings.

Next, the enemy had changed up that attack pattern after it had taken sufficient damage. All he had to do was dodge and learn that next attack pattern, and the same situation should play out.

The mech finished taking in all the glowing purple soccer balls and immediately rushed towards him. Ash leapt back and to the side, dodging what ended up being a sword strike, followed by another one. He felt an opening was here, but didn’t take the bait. Instead he watched as the mech surged with light and blasted out several of the frisbees towards him. He leapt over one and punched another one. The first hit the wall and exploded.

Baleful purple eyes stared at him, and it went on the attack again. This time it jumped into the air, engaged thrusters, and rocketed past him, before landing and swiping its ten meter long sword at him. Then, after a long moment, it jumped back away from him and charged forward again.

This went on twice more before he got the hang of it. Since he wasn’t trying to get any punches in, it was a bit easier to handle avoiding the attacks, though the thing shooting its death frisbees out at him was the most difficult to handle. He couldn’t punch low and high at the same time, not accurately at least.

The problem was, although it was basically doing these three moves, the order had been randomized. Dash forward and swing could be followed by a thruster midair dash, followed by a swing, but could just as easily be followed by its frisbee explosion.

The bigger problem was, this thing wasn’t giving him any openings he might use to engage the Vorquethar energy converter and heal up.



He started getting punches in here and there. When the mech sailed overhead, he aimed a single punch at the shin, and after he’d dodge its dashy swing, he darted in for a one two punch. At times when it lit up, he always jumped back and prepared to engage whatever was flying towards him.

The fight went on with Ash dodging, ducking, and landing punch after punch, and for the first time he started to feel the gel around him. He was uncomfortable, feeling the ache in his joints, the sweat on his skin, and he smelled himself at one point. How long had he been going at this since he slept last?

He blinked once and had the mech’s sword crash into his outstretched hand.

After about maybe twelve or fifteen hits, the mech retreated, and suddenly arched its back before exploding with glowing purple death frisbees.

Ash wasn’t shy about retreating; he ran. Backpedaling as much as possible, he was able to both punch one, hop over the next, and punch the third before full-on leaping over the fourth. Other death frisbees ricocheted outwards, most passing harmlessly but one required a duck and right hook.

The mech was hunched over and glowing erratically, one hand on the floor. The broken part of its head glowed with pulsing light.

On the surface it seemed like the perfect time to dash in and get in several hits, but then he recalled his healing ability and how much time it took. He immediately pushed the purple energy down into recovering his lost Body point.

He’d just gotten the hit point back when the mech rose to its feet and dashed towards him again. This time when he dodged the strike, the mech pointed a fist at him and launched the whole fist across the room. It rocketed towards him, and slapping the hand aside resulted in him losing the hit point right away.

Also, several of the frisbees of death were left hanging in the air like underwater mines.

The hand didn’t return to the mech, but instead smashed into the far wall and fell into the spiky ring that surrounded the arena.

He was now in the unenviable position of having to dodge these flying frisbee things and also trying to avoid the blade of the gigantic mech.

“Salvo time,” he said, and launched the mini-missiles across the space between him and the mech, which was charging through the air. All the tiny flying red purple discs were destroyed, and at least some of the missiles crashed into his enemy. He dashed forward before it had a chance to slash him from behind.

It again raised its armless hand, and once more the mech’s armor flew off toward him. This time the boxy forearm guard was launched, full of more of them, across the space. He sidestepped this one, and immediately punched the tiny thing left behind before it could explode against him.

This time it dashed for him, and he furiously backed away just out of reach. With the death frisbees hanging out, it effectively cut the battlefield in half. He now had much less space to work if he didn’t want to risk the double damage.

After the sword swing, he darted in for a jab, but then immediately backed off when it threw back its head and started spewing out more and more of the frisbees. Another furious round of dodging and punching while in motion followed, and Ash found himself panting for breath.

The enemy was moving more sluggishly now, its torso folded down and its movements erratic. Expending the death frisbees meant it couldn’t fill up the whole mech interior. Now when it dashed, the sword lashed out much faster. He took the hit on his forearm, backhanded one of the death frisbees before it could explode, and delivered a single punch to the infested mech before backing off.

It was cat and mouse, now. First it shot off the upper arm and had red dots of exploding death hanging everywhere, then it sped toward him and flailed its sword in his direction. He took yet another sword damage while successfully not being exploded against.

And he was tired.

The mech collapsed after a quick jab, flickering with red purple light within it.

Ash immediately started healing up, going through five and then ten of the Vorquethar energy, sucking nanites out of the ground, walls, and the metal spiky bits.

One of those metal shards had a letter painted into it. The metal spikes were shards left over from destroyed mechs. He had probably known this, but the realization now would cost him.

“Focus,” he said, and waited.

This time the creature didn’t get up, but instead glowed to life  and shot towards him on the ground. Powerful thrusters in its feet threw it across the arena at him, and the sword swiped around all over the place. Ash leapt high, and came down directly on the mech’s sword arm.

“Yes,” he grunted, then stopped after a single punch and used the tow cable to winch himself up towards the ceiling.

An explosion of death frisbees came now, scattering in all directions across the floor. The mech’s sword arm twitched and the thrusters sent it skidding, but now there didn’t seem to be any direction. Instead the sword slashed everywhere and everything. It cut through a number of the death frisbees, and several of them exploded against the mech’s head and torso.

Finally, seeing an opening, he dropped from the ceiling and once more pinned the sword arm down, delivering several more punches. The thing’s thrusters flared.

Then he had a new idea. Jumping away, he grabbed onto the downed mech with the tow cables and whipped it around in a wide arc. This sent it into directly towards a number of remaining explosion discs, which blasted it, one after another, head and shoulders and sword arm.

The mech twitched once more, expelling a single death frisbee, which feebly drifted over towards him.

He casually slammed his mech’s fist into it.


13- Show Compassion

Ash gave a tired smile and decided to try the fast transport platform. He was dead tired.

Achievement unlocked! Eradicator.

Your skills in battle only progress further. Glory is yours, Captain Ash and your trusty mech Waffles.

Reward: Enhanced thrusters, +200 organic matter units

He repeated the words aloud in a whisper. “Enhanced… thrusters.”

The large thrusters from the mech were largely untouched, despite dozens of explosions on the mech’s surface. When he strode over to the thrusters, they detached from the destroyed mech armor and stood open, like boots he could step into.

Would you like to incorporate Enhanced Thrusters? Y/N

“Yes,” he said, halfway to giddy, and was not surprised to find Waffles doing the work for him. Although the academy and tech training had included some of the work arounds he might need in the case of malfunctions, and he could do a handful of things in the event of an emergency, Waffles largely did everything.

His feet carried him over to the new thrusters, and simply stepped into them. Only a small amount was lost in the step, when a side thruster fell out and clanked onto the cavern floor. Otherwise, the original thrusters on the bottoms of his feet would be used, in addition to six extra thrusters.

Thruster training lasted all of three minutes. The second the new thrusters were locked into place, the gel solidified into handles in his hands, with a pair of buttons for his thumbs and a pair for his fingers.

Triggering the thumb buttons engaged the thrusters, while triggering the buttons with his index fingers engaged his salvo. He asked Waffles to remove the finger triggers, and they shrank back into the gel.

“Okay, let’s do this.”

He jumped, triggered the buttons, and flew across the room much as the enemy just had. Landing was largely handled for him, though he could override it.

“Short bursts will take a half or full energy bar, just as your tow cables do. Sliding across the floor will rapidly drain your energy.”

He saved that, since it wasn’t clear when he would be getting back to an Outpost.

Noting a crack in the wall that wasn’t anywhere else, he attached himself to the wall with the tow cables and punched into it. The crack immediately widened, so he whacked it again. After another several strikes, a cavernous area was revealed, glinting from within.

It appeared that the mech pilot, in their exoskeleton, had gotten around and in here through a much smaller cave, but then been stranded here and starved to death. The much smaller exoskeleton sat against one side of the very small cavern, holding a Tactical Module.

He picked it up.

Tactical Module: Energy Reclamation Unit

Requires two open module nodes. (Currently all three module nodes are filled)

Nanites capture some expended energy from thrusters and expended Vorquethar energy, recycling it into usable energy.

Note: this Tactical Module is not yet installed. This requires a rest area to install. 

“Huh.”

Although he liked the no-knockback module he had installed, this seemed like a great way to get more thrust and tow cable out of his adventures, especially with no nearby Outposts—

His head snapped up and he immediately headed back through the caverns to where the fast travel platform was. He attached Waffles to the healing unit, and swuiftly got his energy back up to full. 

This was also a place where he could swap out the Tactical Modules.

His current configuration was the Nanoswarm and the Anchorage Enhancement. Both were useful, first for getting currency and the other for literally standing his ground. Right now though his total in orgmats was over 500, which was plenty. He detached the Nanoswarm and put in this new one, enjoying the sounds of installation that were probably computer generated. The Tactical Module Nodes were far away and he was insulated by a gel substance through meters and meters of thick metal plating. There was no reason to hear anything, so the sound effects from the computer caused him to grin.

His grin disappeared when he pressed the robot’s palm against the fast travel platform and he found a man in an exoskeleton standing there looking at the mech hulk.

The exoskeleton was only a fraction of the size of the real mech, little more than a stick figure compared with the enormous bulk of what. Ash was piloting. The cockpit shielding showed the pilot’s face through what looked like a thin pane of glass, and it couldn’t have been much more than ten meters high. Still, the shoulders and knuckles had wicked looking spikes, and several more spikes protruded from the top.

“Who’re you?” he demanded.

“Ahoy there, Captain mech pilot!” the dark-skinned, thickly-bearded man said with a wave. “We had word that someone activated the fast travel platform down here.”

“Who. Are. You?”

“I,” he said, “am Captain Rex Tellets. At your service.”

“That doesn’t tell me much. Want to explain what you’re doing here?”

“You, sonny, are the first mech pilot we’ve had down here in a while. Looking relatively new, which makes sense. Got your Green Passkey, so you can’t be that new. Looks like you’ve been outfitted with your tow cable… and are those enhanced thrusters?”

“How can I help you, Captain Tellets?”

“Call me Rex!” The man said cheerfully, and offered up a tiny exoskeleton hand. Ash’s reluctance faded, and he shook the tiny hand.

“Ash. Phoenix. Pleased to meet you, Cap… Rex. Now, I’m quite busy, and I need to—”

“You’re here on behalf of the Planetary Defense Council, yeah?”

“That would be correct,” he said.

“Got yer orders, I’d assume,” Rex said.

“You would assume correctly,” Ash replied.

“But here you are, about to head into survivor territory.”

“I don’t know what that means, but I guess you’d know better than I would. What’s at the end of this tunnel?”

Rex chuckled. “Ain’t just an ordinary tunnel, Cap’n Ash. This here is a network of reinforced and well-defended tunnels, running all over this godforsaken place. Used to be you could get anywhere in under a half hour just by hopping on a platform here, but these days only a couple of stations are operational.”

“Why’s that?” And Rex had mentioned survivors, too. Other mech pilots, or people huddled down in the dark waiting for someone like Ash to come along?”

“The tunnel system was built with failsafes in the event that some of the doors or tunnels might end up compromised. She ran out of energy, essentially.”

A series of holes being referred to as ‘she’ was both gross and oddly appropriate. Ash didn’t like it, but there was no way Rex could see the expression on his face.

“We’ve got a band of survivors in a camp,” he said.

Which sounded a whole lot like a trap.

“Could use your help in getting back up to the surface with intel and reports.”

“Sure,” Ash said. So far, it didn’t appear that the Vorquethar could possess people, override their minds with fungus or parasites or anything. “By the way… none of those survivors you’re talking about has a battle ready mech, huh?”

“Pfffft,” the old codger said. “We could barely get this blasted thing working.” He gestured to the exoskeleton. I heard there’s a graveyard somewhere below with hundreds of hulks. Hundreds.”

Ash believed it. Even if the war had petered out some years before he was born, he believed that earth had thrown all the resources it could, in order to fight off inevitable extinction.

“Let’s get a look at this survivor camp, and see if I can’t open some more of these doors from the inside.”

He placed Waffles’s hand on the pad, and watched as the HUD lit up with the following.

Would you like to engage fast travel? Your destination will be unknown station. Y/N

Definitely seemed like a trap. Still, if the survivors didn’t have any functional mechs, he figured he could safely eradicate Rex and his exoskeleton without much effort. Even if they had something desperate lined up, like the weapons systems of a mech pointed at the fast travel platform, he would blast the shit out of them. He recalled that plain old people had only one damage point and they’d be fucking paste. He’d probably have more difficulty wiping their dead bodies off his mech’s knuckles.

In the half hour journey to unknown station, he got the story out of Rex: they were an expedition down into the underground to see what they could discover about the remnants of Vorquethar resistance. The government and the military considered it a job well done, mission accomplished, but there was an entire section of the world saturated in bizarre radiation, with creatures that sometimes escaped to cause damage before they were taken down. And the possibility of the Vorquethar tunneling through the world, setting up a new hive, was not something they were willing to a) believe in, or b) were remotely prepared to handle.

The world would have to stop warring with itself over the few resources they had left at their disposal, tighten their belts like they’d done some seventy-five years ago, and scrounge up the resources, weapons, and skilled manpower to destroy the threat for good.

Rex explained that the mission was more or less screwed from day one, when they’d failed to adequately get from the Shallows, through Cultivation Station, and into Stronghold without taking massive amounts of damage. It wasn’t damage they could adequately repair without working Outposts.

“Everybody know you don’t get working Outposts without restarting the little bastards, and you don’t restart the little bastards without killing so many of their little pets and gathering up organic matter.”

Ash didn’t mention that organic matter was in abundance, if you bought the Nanoswarm module.

The story ended abruptly when the platform rapidly decelerated and shuddered to a stop.

“We made it,” Rex said. “The boys sure will be happy to see you.”

“I bet,” Ash said.

The doors slid open, and Ash was surprised and a little disappointed to find the ambush he expected missing. He peered around at the surroundings, noting instead the reinforced, tiny encampment for people sized people. He would’ve stepped on it if he hadn’t known what to look for.

“Great news, boys!” Rex bellowed. “Got ourselves a pilot ready and willing to break us out of this shithole and get back up to the surface.”

The entire station here, for processing fast-travel, was an irregular metal enclosure. It had been made more irregular by the tiny houses the people had erected, by prying up parts of the walls or floor, or cannibalizing mech parts. They’d constructed a couple of low buildings, with only a small door and dark holes for windows showed in two places. A figure appeared in the doorway, followed by a tiny face peering through the right window of the first house. Several more faces appeared out of the second house.

Ash dumped the mech hulk down before him, trying to process all this. Ready and willing to break them out of here and get them up to the surface? He’d known Rex for all of thirty minutes or so.

Other notable features in the huge hall: a mech repair bay, the familiar T-shape hanging from the ceiling and surrounded by the twisted wreckage of a former Outpost. It was very broken, sheared in half, and didn’t glow with the familiar blue of the other repair bays he’d encountered.

As for the inhabitants, all were dirty, grubby, wearing threadbare and torn flight suits, and looked shocked out of hopelessness. Several began to chatter amongst one another, broken out of their dismal conditions by the sight of the huge robot.

Achievement Unlocked! Find Survivors

So there are people who continued the fight long after the war was over. You should consider conveying them to safety.

Reward: Tactical Module node, +100 organic matter units.

He breathed out a relaxed breath and stared down at the tiny, tiny people in their cave.

“As a token of our gratitude,” Rex said, “there’s something we’d like to give you.”

It was a Tactical Module node, an attachment that appeared more like the socket in a ball and socket joint than anything else. Brought close enough to Waffles, the mech spread out a nanite swarm that gathered up the ball and socket joint trailing several components and wires. This was floated in through the door in Waffles’s back and joined the small series of dots on the HUD to indicate which Tactical Modules he had installed, and how many nodes were taken. The three full dots glowed with blue, while the empty one that had just joined Waffles was black.

“Come on down and meet the crew,” Rex called over the comms.

“I have a mission,” he said. Time had lost meaning down in this lightless, sunless place. Without the clock in his heads up display he never would have known how much… his eyes blurred and he found he couldn’t read it. Exhaustion struck.

Then he saw it. The first of several fast travel doorways, identical to the one he’d just found, leading out of here. Huge octagonal openings big enough to admit even larger mechs than Waffles.

“What is this place?” he asked.

“This is our fast travel hub,” Rex explained. “Waystation, they called it. Used to be before the Vorquethar torqued it all up, the best way to get reinforcements to where they were needed. Don’t work no more, unless you can get em to open.”

“Waystation,” he repeated, and yawned. He needed a couple hours of shuteye. “Which is the one that leads back to the Shallows?”

“Back topside?” Rex asked, excited, but then his face fell. “There’s a nasty fucker on the way up to the Shallows, a burrowing kind of alien worm some fifty meters in diameter. It took out two of our last three mechs before we tried going around.”

Ash had no doubt he would fare better, with the ability to heal, but fifty meters… in diameter. That was almost double his height.

“Best you can do is head to Cultivation Station. That one borders the Shallows.” He pointed off towards a door that read Sector 02 in futuristic stenciled letters, and Cultivation Station in letters probably painted by a mech some years ago. Maybe it had been Bynes.

“Boss—” one of the other survivors asked, but Rex held out an exoskeleton hand.

“This web of tunnels is treacherous, Cap’n Ash. You need to know it’s dangerous everywhere. Looks like you’ve been through some shit, but fair warning: even if you’re not dealing with the Vorquethar themselves, just trying to handle what they’ve left behind ain’t a walk in the park. We came in here six mech strong on a sweep and clear mission. That was, what… two years ago?”

“Been living off the last functional extruder for six months, round about,” the same survivor said.

“We been rationing,” Rex continued. “Running it day and night. We each get to eat twice a day, and that’s the flavorless slop you can produce fast as possible.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Ash said.

“Think you could take one or two of us back up to the Shallows, eh? I’ll stay here with the exo and keep trying to collect enough orgs to keep us alive.”

“I don’t—”

“Before ya go refusing right off the bat,” Rex said, “we got… an extra mouth ta feed coming.”

The mass of people parted to show an obviously pregnant, filthy and malnourished woman. Her strawberry blonde hair hung limply and clearly hadn’t seen a shower in perhaps two years.

Fuck. He hadn’t had any inclination to allow these people into Waffles, but there was no way he could deny a pregnant woman. A couple of other factors were at play here: one, he hadn’t shown his face and didn’t want to, in case they were going to try to kill him and take Waffles for themselves. He knew he was looking paranoid in their eyes. Two, they had given him a gift and that while that made them more trustworthy in his eyes, it was only a smidgen more. Three, they were obviously suffering here.

“Yeah,” he said. “I can take her, but nobody else.” He also brought up his HUD and keyed in a command. He had over 600 orgmats now, so he dumped 150 out of the hold and in their laps. “I’ll be back if it’s possible to get the rest of you, but this will help for the time being.”

The look of astonishment on Rex’s face, and the gratitude on the faces of the others helped secure them more trust points in Ash’s book.

Achievement Unlocked! Show Compassion

Not only have you agreed to ferry one of the survivors back to safety, you have provided the remainder with a buffer to ensure they won’t be starving.

Reward: energy maximum increase.

Trying to take more of them along with him wouldn’t work, and they all should’ve known that. The mech’s extra compartment had room for a single extra person, so they could split shifts and pilot the mech while the other was sleeping.

Sure you could cram another six or eight people into the second small chamber, but you’d run into a myriad of problems, starting with him worried that they’d try for a hostile takeover. That fear was looking less and less realistic now, but he didn’t want to chance it. After that, you were looking at the shock absorption gel not able to do its job well enough, or the mech not being able to feed all the passengers aboard. If they were jouncing around down there, they needed gel to survive. He’d arrive in Frontier Outpost with a half dozen bloody smears in the extra compartment.

He checked out the new enhancement he’d gotten from sharing his orgmats, and was pleasantly surprised.

Energy Maximum Increase (Mech Enhancement)

Your mech is capable of using less energy for purposes of using tow cable, enhanced thrusters, and other such mech enhancements.

30% of energy is conserved when using mech enhancements.

Ash blinked several times. Every three times he used his tow cables or enhanced thrusters he’d get one free. This was actually huge. He didn’t know whether he would have the ability to tow cable himself, or even fly all the way back up the vertical shaft from the Mine sector to the Gray Wastes, but it was certainly a lot more possible than before.

“Let’s get your pregnant passenger aboard,” he said, and did the thing he hadn’t wanted to: he had Waffles kneel down and open the back hatch.



  14- Russian Nesting Dolls


  He opened the comms channel to the passenger compartment, which was in the process of acclimating the woman, Cecilianna, to the same shock absorption gel he now existed in.


  “How far along are you?” he asked. Some part of him, for whatever reason, still figured she was about to pull out a grenade or put together a rifle from parts she had stored in her fake baby bump, which was secretly a cushion. Then she would demand he vacate the cockpit and kill him for doing so. Why? It was just a gut feeling. You found enemies down in an enemy zone, not allies.


  “Oh,” she said, “We think six months. But it’s tough to gauge these things without any supplies or diagnostic tools.”


  It occurred to him that she was hosting a burgeoning lifeform while encased in another humanoid form, like one of those Russian dolls. The thought gave him a silly chuckle.


  While she was talking, he quietly slid the partition separating the cockpit from the second compartment. It wasn’t large, a prison cell of a room.


  “We’ll try to get you back up to Frontier Outpost,” he said. The Shallows Outpost would also do, if the going wasn’t particularly easy through this Cultivation Station. 


  He’d made excellent progress, though he couldn’t help but feel like he had a long way to go. There was something pressing… he couldn’t recall why he was keen to destroy the Vorquethar remnant and end the threat sooner rather than when he was ready. Something distant told him he needed to hurry…


  He shook the thought out of his mind and concentrated on the job at hand. Asking Waffles for some way to stave off the exhaustion, he was provided with a stimulant generated by the on-board extruder. It was like he’d just done about five shots of espresso.


  “Am I supposed to feel like this?” he asked. He was getting jittery as hell.


  “Your vitals are within stable limits,” Waffles said.


  “How about the vitals of my passenger? Is she currently with child or was that a ruse?” He then checked to make sure he had closed down the comms, and breathed a sigh of relief. It would’ve made their long and awkward travel back to Frontier Outpost all the more awkward.


  The next fast-travel doorway opened with a one-time expenditure of 150 orgmats instead of just 100, like the first time. When he asked about that as well, Waffles informed him that the fast-travel network would grow in security concerns and therefore resource expenditure the more he required its use. The next one might very well cost 300 orgmats, or higher.


  “I’m gonna have to do a hell of a lot more fighting and looting,” he muttered.


  A readout of Cecilianna’s vitals showed that she was, in fact, pregnant. She was not pregnant with a tiny alien that would burst out of her chest and murder him, then take over his mech.


  These were good things. He was very pleased not to have to handle these eventualities.


  She asked him about his travels, since she’d basically been relegated to programming the extruder to give them slop, and tasked with making the feeding schedule. Her life, in other words, was super boring.


  Ash told her everything, save for the exhibitionism parts with Captain Bynes. He was glad she wanted his input, literally, and his help in making sure she could be heard, or watched, or both. Instead, he recounted his arrival via dropship, his initial adventures above the surface, Frontier Outpost, and he was delighted to learn Cecilianna knew Lillia and Torald.


  “That old bastard with the sour face is still helping fix up mechs, is he?” She laughed when the answer was yes, and told him all about how she’d almost gotten into a fight with the crotchety old fuck. “He certainly doesn’t like it when you call him out for being a grumpy Gus,” she said.


  He was starting to feel better about having Cecilianna here, and less like she was going to slap a shaped charge on the door separating the cockpit and her space, and more like he was going to have someone to help keep him awake through Cultivation Station.


  “I need to know what Cultivation Station is like,” he said, as the tunnels lurched by. He still had the mech hulk, too, for Torald to get a look at if and when that day ever came.


  “May I be frank with you?” She asked.


  “Please,” he said. “If you don’t want to be Cecilianna, frank is fine.”


  She chuckled. “Cultivation Station is atrocious,” she said. “Acid pools everywhere. Somehow the Vorquethar have plants that live off intensely corrosive materials.”


  Plants. So far, between the Shallows, Mines, and the Gray Wastes, he had only ever been in miserable, gray places, or bathed in the purple light of the crystal formations everywhere in the Mines. He hadn’t seen a single plant anywhere, oddly.


  “Enemies?” he asked.


  “A lot of those enormous flying creatures, with snapping mouths, but instead they have spearpoints for mouths and they’re much faster. We called them Dive Bombers. Some hidden plant monsters. Chompers, we called them. Spike throwing monsters.”


  “Spikers?”


  “We just called them Lees.”


  He snorted. “Spike Lees. Got it.”


  “Rushers, and some that explode with damaging energy. Not explode themselves, but emitting a cloud of corrosive damage.”


  “That sounds… incredible.”


  “Some of them cloak themselves in the plantlife and burst out of the ground at you.”


  “Super.”


  “All while you dance around acid pools,” she said.


  They exited from the fast-travel platform and the door ground shut behind them. He noted the spray of some kind of damaging substance that kept the flora from encroaching.


  The rest of the cavern was a jungle.


  Ash’s mouth dropped open. “How—”


  Vines grew up and over all the rocks, while down below a trickle of greenish acid meandered through the place. It was only a softly glowing stone that kept the foliage and acid away, though not completely. The soft red purple radiating from within the stones beneath his feet was much more familiar, almost welcome compared to the riot of different greens. They tended toward neon, not a color often found in nature. When it was, it basically signaled ‘I’m poisonous, stay the hell away.’


  If there was any luck to be had in all this, it was that he had the short range salvo that drained a single Body point and murdered everything in Cultivation Station with a single hit.


  Even the enormous bush-like creatures with the glowing eyes that exploded up out of the ground here or there were one-hit kills. The foliage fell away to expose a white grub-like creature with dots glowing along its side. But it, like all the other things, died to the salvo or enough hard punches.


  The single most infuriating thing about Cultivation Station was, of course, the acid pools. Second place would go to the trap snappers called Spike Lees. Once you figured out it was there, it was just a matter of backing away so it could chomp down on nothing instead of your mech.


  The size of the chompers was simply incredible. They reached over fifty meters high with their thorny spiked teeth, which blended well into the undergrowth. Once they were up, though, snapping together, it was just a matter of punching them to death.


  No great problem… except for acid.


  He first dealt with them in the third room in, where the floor fell away and acid pools sizzled down below. He didn’t want to lose his footing on the undergrowth, so he made sure every jump was dealt with carefully. All that went out the window the moment he heard the Spike Lee rearing to chomp down on him, and he leapt backwards. Or worse, forwards. If he hadn’t scouted an area, that would mean jumping forward into the Swiftsquitoes, which were just as aggressive as Megasquitoes, but really fast. If he jumped past one of the chompers, he’d end up attacked in the front by one of the relentless fliers, and that started the panicky jumping.


  And that was how he’d end up taking one damage from the Swifties and one damage from the stupid acid.


  The only saving grace in all this, was that Vorquethar energy was no great problem to find. Everything he killed had it in abundance. Plus, the orgmats were a nice bonus.


  The problem, he discovered, was in the inorganic matter he needed to process with the Vorquethar energy, to absorb back into the mech’s armor through nanites . Because sure, if you punched a slug monster to death, its armored carapace stayed right where it was. If you punched a Swifty to death, there were even chances the body would fall into the damned acid.


  It was a continual source of frustration to be topped off on the purple energy, be in need of healing, only to have Waffles tell him it wasn’t going to work because there wasn’t sufficient inorganic matter.


  “Not cool, bros,” he muttered.


  He kept his mind off that by asking Cecilianna about her life before deployment. It turned out that she had been born in British Columbia, in Canada, and tested into the right quintile to qualify for service there. Then, in doing the aptitude tests, she scored high in science, engineering, and had wilderness survival skill enough to pass into the mechanized forces division.


  “It wasn’t a matter of bad luck as it was a matter of abysmal luck. I tried to fight my way off the list, but no good.” She’d claimed she was a mother, and a wife, but the [JOINT DEFENSE MILITARY BLAH BLAH BLAH] needed her to valiantly repel the remnants of the Vorquethar menace.


  Also she would deploy in the next two months, so she would be expected to get her affairs in order in that time.


  “I wrote a will, signed all the forms giving my husband control over all our assets… all the paperwork that went in there. It was the worst.”


  “Sorry to hear that,” he said.


  He could almost hear her flipping a dismissive hand. “It turned out for the best. My husband immediately took the pension money I was supposed to get and paid off some shady loans. He then disappeared with a friend of his from work.”


  “That’s what you consider for the best?” he asked.


  Another shrug he couldn’t see. “It’s better than living with a man who’s a gambler and a cheater,” she said. “Plus, Rex and the other guys are my family now.”


  He wondered how many of them she felt married to now, and dismissed the thought. She’d been through some real bad shit, and that blind assumption wasn’t a healthy one to make.


  He eventually came upon a place of acid waterfalls and flowers spitting damaging pollen at him, and had to concentrate hard on the matter at hand. She continued talking away, explaining what life had been like in the camp, about how she’d essentially managed the lives of the entire group of survivors. She’d taken on the running of the place, because she was the only one (aside from Rex) who hadn’t flipped out and moaned about how they were all dead. She put them to work cooking, cleaning, and running scout missions for additional orgmats,, so they could live.


  “Also you’ll want to concentrate on that thing so it doesn’t kill you.”


  Ash skidded to a stop where the landscape of Cultivation Station gave way to the foreboding gray alien landscape of the Shallows. Before him sat a creature far taller than him, like a mantis had gotten freaky with a ladybug, and produced a thing with both beefy arms and thick, round armor. It stared at him from across a large cavern, where several mech hulks sat rotting to either side of a wide sort of bridge. He might be able to walk on the rusted hulks of the mechs, but he doubted it.


  Cecilianna swore. “That’s the thing that took out Race’s mech and did a lot of damage to Laurant. Maybe there’s another way around.”


  “Is this a boss?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  What did he mean? He wasn’t entirely sure. He also wasn’t sure about her getting his secrets for free, about the capability improvements he’d gotten for killing the strong bosses he’d discovered and killed so far.


  “Some enemies have just one or two types of attacks,” he explained. “Others have a bunch, or they come in stages. They’re much stronger, faster, and they cane take a much bigger beating than the regular monsters.”


  “Ahhh… no, these are tough, but they’re not like that.”


  She explained that these things had impenetrable shells. The one Cecilianna and the others had fought all that time ago turtled up when you got too close, so punching them was right out of the question. but they would die to any good ranged attack used multiple times. The problem was, they secreted little parasites that flew at you and could deal damage quickly if you weren’t watching out for them. And if you were watching them, you’d miss the projectile attack from the big hulking thing. They spit some of the same red purple goop that other spitters did.


  The ability it had to attack and defend made it a mini-boss, perhaps.


  “What are you talking about?” Asking himself the question didn’t give him the answer. He didn’t know what boss or mini-boss meant.


  The armored spitter regarded him impassively from across the large cavern room. There was no way to go around on the map. He didn’t want to find an exit out of Cultivation Station and end up in a completely different area of the map that Bynes had never seen before, and that seemed possible, given what had happened in the Mines.


  Several of its parasites fluttered to life when the mini-boss shuddered, and they began lazily flying out toward him. Five, then six of them appeared, while Ash unloaded his first salvo. He made sure to target the mini-boss, who took the whole attack on the chin. It turtled up immediately, pressing itself into a ball that looked a lot more like a gigantic stone than a bug monster.


  He was, however, down to three Body points now. He didn’t like how the salvo regenerated its missiles by using the mech’s armor, but without a better system of reloading, what was he going to do?


  In the meantime, Ash put an end to the first and second of the parasites with his fists. He was moving toward the third when two things happened: first, the creature reappeared from its armor cocoon and fired off a glob of danger goop at him, and second, the other group of parasites surged out toward where his back was turned.


  With his enhanced thrusters, Ash leapt backwards and zipped even further back, loving the space it gave him. He unloaded the second salvo on the enormous creature, but hissed in frustration when it saw the attack coming and only took a few of the micro-missiles.


  “Shit, okay. It might be learning.”


  “It’s definitely learning,” Cecilianna confirmed. “It was quite good at dealing with us the first time. Wait, are you fighting it? Why would you do that? I told you—”


  “Waffles,” he said, silencing the voice in his comms, “could you do me a favor and project whatever I’m looking at to our passenger?”


  “Of course,” the mech told him.


  “Also patch in her audio at twenty percent of full volume so she doesn’t distract me.”


  He whirled and punched at one of the parasites just before leaping over the glob of radioactive stuff the huge creature spit.


  Outside the room, he waited for the next parasite to appear and killed it dead, then engaged his healing ability.


  He was nearly finished healing when the parasite rounded the corner and attacked him.


  “Asshole,” he muttered, and squashed it against the wall. Activating the healing again, he found that he’d lost three of the five Vorquethar energy required, even though he hadn’t healed up properly. Well that wasn’t cool.


  Still, it was better than not healing but also taking another needless damage.


  He healed up another Body point, then a third before heading back in and punching a swarm of parasites to death. He unloaded a salvo of missiles on the rest, and charged forward while the next round of salvo missiles reconstituted from his depleting armor. He was forced to stop and wait for a radiative goop ball to splash at his feet, before opening up and giving the thing yet another salvo of tiny missiles.


  Every time they exploded against the creature’s softer inner parts, he exulted. It was so satisfying to listen to the thing roar and complain. It was also satisfying to watch it turtle up behind its armor and glare at him with four huge eyes glowing purple in the gloom.


  More and more parasites came up off the creature, but Ash swatted them down and backed away, before opening up and targeting the main enemy when it finally showed its face. He waited an extra several seconds so it wouldn’t just pop down into its shell again.


  This last salvo killed it dead.


  
15- Something I Now Know


  Cecilianna was astonished when he finally increased the volume on her comm channel.


  “How did you do that?”


  “What? The micro-missiles, or the fancy dodging and punching?”


  “Glowing with the energy of the invaders! Such a thing should not be possible.”


  “I’m glad it is. I’d be long since dead if I couldn’t heal up while I’m out in the field. It’s a Vorquethar energy converter, and it helps grab nano particles from my surroundings using the purple energy they give off when they die.”


  They finally made their way into a part of the Shallows he recognized, and he started to fight the basic little bitch bug monsters, the regular megasquitoes and the armored slugs. And then, blessedly, the surface.


  He actually paused with hands on knees after leaping, punching, dodging, healing, punching even more, and several times falling on spikes and getting thrustered out. While it was getting easier to handle the combat here in the Shallows, and combat in general, he was still just flat out exhausted. The stimulant he’d been injected with was wreaking havoc on his still-moving body. Crashing, hard, was in his future.


  He instructed Waffles to take them the rest of the way to the Frontier Outpost, loving how the mech cradled his body and allowed him just a second of shuteye before he had to come face to face with Lillia, Bynes, Torald, or Cecilianna.


  And by a second of shuteye, his body apparently meant nine hours.


  ***


  When he came to, he was in a small room in the Outpost, enjoying a thin, rather stiff, and still comfy bed. He was clean, free of sweat and grime, and also… nude.


  “Hey there cowboy,” a charming voice said jovially. “Wakey wakey, eggs an bakey.”


  He squinted and found Lillia looming over him.


  “How y’all feeling there, hm?”


  He was prevented from speaking by a quite pregnant, jubilant and tearful Cecilianna. She looked… different. Almost unrecognizable, after an encounter with a bar of soap and some shampoo, she had been transformed. The extruded had also kicked out a thin and plain sun dress that was nevertheless pretty.


  She flung herself down on him and hugged him.


  “I think… I can get out on the next dropship. You don’t know what this means to me,” she whispered.


  He hugged her right back, and since he didn’t know what else to do, patted her comfortingly on the back.


  “I’m glad,” he told her.


  It was a beaming face, brimming with tears, that he saw when she straightened up. “Guess what?”


  “I have no idea,” he said.


  “It’s a girl,” she gushed. “A girl! Can you believe that? Lillia helped me into the med bay and got a good look at me with the sonogram. I’m going to have a little girl!”


  He broke into a wide grin. “That’s great news.” Something, some deeper memory told him he might also get news like this, and relatively soon. Who… was it Evie? Ashley? It could’ve been Rachel. One of them had begged him to breed her, and in the heat of the moment he had complied. The way she’d begged, the way she’d locked her ankles around his back, and the way she’d humped her sopping wet pussy up into him had all been more than he could bear.


  He could be a father in the next eight or nine months, too.


  How had he pushed that news aside? He blinked and once again congratulated Cecilianna instead of guilt tripping himself.


  Was it his imagination, or did the pregnant woman’s hand linger on his chest when she pulled away?


  He decided it was better to convince himself it was just his imagination. After all, Bynes still needed him to record her doing risky business, and he was going to oblige her.


  Cecilianna stared at him fondly. “I can’t believe you were able to kill that armored parasite carrier like that. Thank you, Captain.”


  “It’s my pleasure,” he said.


  It wasn’t just his pleasure. He waited for a moment, and yes, there it was.


  Achievement Unlocked! My Hero!


  You’ve delivered one to safety, and probably two! Although time will tell whether you are the hero needed to vanquish the alien threat once and for all, you proved yourself the hero Cecilianna and her daughter needed.


  Reward: +1 Body point


  After she left, Torald popped in to let him know that the mech hulk had some interesting schematics on it. It was equipped with some hardware the old bastard hadn’t seen before.


  “Sometimes mech warriors like you end up with some alien gadgets grafted on their mechs. They have the ability to glom their tech onto mechs, so every pilot ends up with something that’s just a tad unique.”


  “All right,” Ash said, “What’ve we got on the mech hulk then?”


  “You got images of a sword wielded, and the mech hulk images gave me an idea for punch claws. I took the liberty of creating both of them out of the raw materials we got on hand. Which would you want to equip?”


  Ash nearly went ‘why not both’ before thinking it over. He had no intention of reinventing the wheel. Although a sword would probably be very helpful, and give him reach, he’d been punching his enemies for long enough that the claws seemed like a better option. When he made his choice, Torald stared at him for just a moment before nodding once and heading out.


  It wasn’t ten seconds later that Captain Clarian Bynes popped her head in. Seeing no one inside, she slid into the room.


  Naked.


  “You’re unbelievable,” he said.


  She was heaving for breath and had one hand clamped over her obvious lack of panties, while the other hand held both boobs awkwardly, just barely obscuring her nipples from view.


  “I already… came,” she confessed. “The new girl might have seen me. Ash, this is crazy. The moment she turned around I came.”


  “What happened? You duck back inside your dorm room?”


  She nodded, wide-eyed and in a daze.


  “You’re going to get caught,” he said, beginning to smile. Getting caught was what she wanted. The danger was what she wanted, anyhow.


  “I knooooooow,” she told him, eyes wide and unfocused. “I need… your help.”


  “I can do that,” he said, and motioned for her to come over. She shuffled closer, still covering herself, and at a look from him, dropped her hands.


  The fox girl looked incredible. She was mostly skin, but had a thin covering of fur over her forearms and from the knees down. The tail was part of a splash of orange fur on her lower back, though she had a magnificent heart-shaped ass. She helped him out of his pants and immediately attacked his erection the moment it sprang out.


  “I missed this…” she said. “So much.”


  “What did you miss?”


  With the handheld control tablet, he opened a comms channel to Lillia’s room… he hoped. He hadn’t used the comms a lot, and it was possible he’d just opened a channel to the entire Outpost.


  “I miss… this cock,” she said, and continued slobbering all over it. Soon it was just the sounds of her sucking and moaning.


  “Were you naughty while I was gone?” He asked her quietly.


  “Mm-hmm,” she said.


  “Then get your little tail up here so I can give you a spanking,” he said.


  “But… anyone could come in here at any time and, and see us.”


  “That’s your problem,” he told her. “Are you going to confess how naughty you were, and then receive your spanking, or are you going to make your way back to your room naked, and hope you don’t get caught now that there are four other people to catch you?”


  She groaned, then got up and laid across his lap. She was still blazing, her flushed skin bright red.


  “Now tell me what you’ve been doing that’s so naughty,” he said quietly.


  “I m-masturbated… in the mess room,” she said.


  He gave her a nice, loud spank and she yelped.


  “Was someone in there?”


  She nodded. “I started while Lillia was in there, but I finished after she left.” He spanked her again, sharply, once. “Ash, I don’t know about this… there’s nowhere, I can’t just hide… What if someone comes in here?”


  “They’ll know that you’re an insatiable, horny beast who needs people to see her and hear her,” he said, and spanked her once more before gently massaging the soft fur of her tail.


  “Ugh…”


  “Now tell me what else you’ve been doing,” he said.


  “After Lillia left her room, I… went in there. And I m-m-masturbated, o-on her pillow.”


  His hand fell on her ass, sharply, once again.


  “You’re naughty, aren’t you?” he asked.


  “I’m so naughty,” she breathed.


  “Are you sorry you did that?”


  “Ye-ess?”


  He spanked her again and she squirmed in his lap. “You are definitely not sorry.”


  “No, I’m not,” she groaned.


  “Was that all, then?”


  “Nooooo,” she moaned. “I’ve been bad.”


  “What else?”


  “When they were both asleep, I walked around the place, um… n-naked.”


  “And? How many times did you cum?”


  “Two.”


  His hand fell in stinging slaps, one after another.


  “You’ve been very bad,” he said, without any real recrimination. “Have I punished you enough?”


  “Maybe you could punish me… with your cock?” she suggested innocently.


  “Ride me,” he told her. “You’d better be quiet, too, or I’ll have to spank you even more.”


  She straddled him on the bed, and he immediately bent to capture one of her hard nipples in his mouth, to flick at it with his tongue. She had barely lined him up and pressed downwards when Ash caught motion in his periphery. Bynes was facing him, and couldn’t see the doorway, where Lillia’s head now peeked in, eyes wide.


  “How bad do you need this?” he asked.


  “I need it so baaaaaaad,” Bynes said, and sank down. She was certainly wet enough. “My poor little pussyyyyyyy needs you to fill her up.”


  “What if I told you that someone was watching you right now?” he asked.


  She groaned, loudly, and began to spasm and shiver. “Ohhhh fuck, Ash. Fuck fuck fuck.”


  She turned back, but Lillia had already disappeared back behind the door frame.


  “Someone’s outside right now, Clarian,” he said. “Someone’s outside and listening to you talk like a filthy slut.”


  Bynes’s hips rose and fell, rose and fell again and again, and her muscles gripped at him. She was easily the wettest woman he’d ever been with. A near-death experience apparently could really change a person. He had to summon all the self-control he could muster to keep from blasting off inside her. Not yet. He wanted to play this out further.


  “What do you wish they were doing?” he asked.


  “I wish…” she breathed, moaning, and slammed down on his thighs again and again. “I wish she had someone with her, fucking, ugh, fucking her so hard. Up against the wall, ughh… holy shit, Ash, I’m…”


  She came yet again.


  This girl had a hair trigger. He stood up off the bed and picked her up, and she yelped with surprise before looping her legs around his hips. She wrapped her arms around his neck, but several minutes later nearly flopped off him when a third orgasm approached and crested.


  “I think she’s outside, listening and watching,” he whispered. The thought, spoken out loud, was too much for even him to take, and he grunted as he came. There was no time to put her down and disengage, and he ended up blasting her full of his seed.


  ***


  He was almost certain he heard Lillia retreating afterwards, but he tried not to dwell on that. He had a lot going on. He had this unsettling feeling he was missing something and he was late to do the thing he was supposed to have done already. Why that should be, he still didn’t know, and thinking about it triggered a bad headache.


  As exhausted as he was, he didn’t press mentally. Instead he just let sleep take him.


  Curiously, he had a dream about being surrounded by concerned women, all in barely any clothing whatsoever. They were in a circle, looking down at him, muttering to one another about how worried they were for his safety.


  He should’ve been more worried about their safety, since they were also surrounded. But it wasn’t another, larger circle of girls around him. Instead, they had their backs to all kinds of slavering monsters: disembodied floating eyeballs crackling and dripping with liquid mana, multi-headed doglike creatures, elementals made of various different materials, including one composed of lightning, a huge wyrm dripping blood, and tons of undead, led by a floating dragon’s skull with huge sickly emeralds set into its eye sockets.


  When Ash awoke, he received a meal to rival anything he’d eaten since dropping out of the dropship. Using the extruder and probably a lot more time than he deserved to take, Lillia had created facsimiles of breakfast sausage, scrambled eggs, toast with pats of butter, a peeled orange, and a peeled and sliced kiwi. A tall glass of apple juice and a mug of coffee sat nearby, the coffee steaming.


  “You didn’t have to,” he said, honestly amazed.


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she said sweetly. “You need to keep your strength up. You’ve been working really hard out there, fighting a lot of enemies, really giving it to them hard.”


  He ate without responding, and Lillia sat down across from him with a simple bowl of porridge that would’ve taken only about ten minutes from the extruder.


  “At least have a bit of mine,” he said, and offered her a sausage. She waved it off.


  “I have questions,” she said in a low, conspiratorial tone, “about last night.”


  He nodded, and wondered if she could tell he was blushing. Although it had been a bit of a dirty move to patch Lillia in on the fantasy Bynes was having, he didn’t exactly regret it.


  If she was okay with it. Although he didn’t want to make an enemy or even estrange Lillia, she was the safest person to piss off in this place. Torald was another thing entirely, and he would be shielded from what Bynes had going on at all costs.


  “Did you mean… all that? Did you mean to send that comm link to my room?”


  He grinned at her around a mouthful of eggs.


  She could’ve ignored it, or left the room until the audio was over. Instead she’d come looking for them, to watch.


  “You dog,” she whispered. “You two… I figured y’all maybe christened the inside of your mech, but ridin’ hog here…” She gave a low whistle. “And then showin’ it off like y’all done…”


  He took a swig of juice to avoid answering what wasn’t a question.


  “She’s a bit of a freak, ain’t she?” she asked quietly.


  “She cheated death,” he said, after swallowing some pretty convincing sausage. “Nearly died. People have different reactions after that. Some people grieve, some people freak out and close down, and some people want to live.”


  Lillia ate her own breakfast and chewed on that. “S’pose that’s true.”


  “And she has a kink,” he told her. “She’s a thrill seeker.”


  “Huh.”


  “If you don’t like it, I’ll just pretend to patch through the comms in the future.”


  Lillia ate more of her breakfast while thinking about this. “Nah. Ain’t nothin’ exciting happens ‘round these parts, not until recently. A girl’s got needs, and I ain’t had nothing for a good year and a half wasn’t battery operated.”


  “That’s… a thing I now know,” he said.


  They lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. He wasn’t as embarrassed and awkward about this any longer, especially knowing she liked being party to Bynes getting her kink on.


  “There’s something else you have to know,” he told her.


  “Something else?”


  “She’s been going out when you two are asleep… naked. She’s getting off on the possibility of getting caught.”


  A mouthful of oatmeal nearly plopped out of her mouth and back into the bowl. She swallowed it.


  “Is that so?”


  He nodded, smiling. “She wants me to record her, and she wants to watch herself.”


  He finished his breakfast after putting that into her brain, and got up.


  “I need to go kill me some alien bugs, and save me some survivors.”


  
16- Nose To The Grindstone


  Ash found the claw attachments to his punches increased his damage and reduced the amount of punches needed to kill enemies  by one or two. The smaller enemies that used to die to two or three punches now fell after one or two. The larger enemies that took eight or more strikes now took six or more.


  He was very, very pleased with this turn of events.


  The tow cables and the enhanced thrusters, so long as he could reach a rest area to heal up and restore his energy, were a huge boon to his mobility. If he was stuck in a room with four or more opponents, he could dart in, kill them off, and dash back out before he was swarmed.


  The Shallows was now easy mode.


  Ash still had some trouble with Cultivation Station, though it was lessened. He could get there through the new passageway he hadn’t taken out of the Shallows before, through the very spiky room. With his tow cable and his enhanced thrusters, it was now possible to navigate… not easy, but possible. This second time through, he took two damage just getting through.


  Although the acid pool sector still freaked him out, the punch claws made all the enemy spots much simpler. This time, instead of heading town towards the fast-travel door toward the survivors, he spent a little time exploring through what Bynes had been through previously. Some way up and in, past numerous acidic waterfalls and even more pools of corrosion, he came upon a star on her map: a derelict Outpost. He had to pay 100 orgmats to open it, and he received another Achievement for doing so.


  Achievement Unlocked: Underworld Explorer


  You have successfully navigated through a number of sectors and braved many dangers, leading to you discovering your third operational Outpost. Although not as remote as some others, this Outpost should serve you well.


  Rewards: Temporary Nanite Booster


  The reward was a new Tactical Module lying nearby. He picked it up and read through the description.


  Tactical Module: Temporary Nanite Booster


  Requires two open module nodes. (Currently all four module nodes are filled)


  This Module stores a number of additional Nanites to form two temporary Body points. Once these have been expended, the Module requires 10 energy to refill each Body point.


  Note: this Tactical Module is not yet installed. You are in a rest area.


  Note: Your Tactical Module Nodes are currently full. Uninstall one to install this one.


  Ash read through the description again. It would give him two extra Body points, but take 10 energy to get those Body points back once he lost them.


  Right now, he only had the 20 energy, and they were always reserved for tow cabling and using his dash thrusters for extra maneuverability and speed in combat. Basically, this Tactical Module was just two bonus Body points he wouldn’t be getting back until he returned to an Outpost.


  Without a way to regenerate energy… He doubted there was an enhancement soon, but maybe. He’d keep an eye out for a mech hulk with that capability.


  All this said nothing of the fact that he’d have to give something up in order to install this. What he had installed right now was working for him, though two extra Body points sounded pretty amazing. More chances to use his missile salvos, more wiggle room in the face of a high number of enemies… but he didn’t particularly want to give up what he had going.


  [INSERT THE CURRENT TAC MODULES HE HAS INSTALLED]


  For now he wouldn’t do it. While Waffles got recharged and its Body points re-upped, he went poking through the Outpost a little.


  Ash considered that there might be some Vorquethar aliens or their planet’s flora or fauna that might try to get in here and ambush him that way, but he took comfort in the fact that nothing so far had had enough intelligence to do that sort of thing. Certainly nothing in Cultivation Station had the brains to do anything other than lie in wait in the middle of the sector’s plant life. Everything else either attacked to the death, shuffled toward him very slowly, or in the case of bosses, made for a large scale battle in a huge open space.


  “Stop being paranoid,” he said, but it wasn’t so easy. Inside Waffles, he was mighty. He was thirty fucking meters tall. He had micro-missiles that weren’t even so micro, and regenerated using nanotechnology he could scarcely understand.


  Outside the mech, he wasn’t even two meters tall, had no armor, no nanites, no protections… he was just a guy who knew how to run around inside a giant robot.


  With nobody in this Outpost, the loneliness and sense of impending danger didn’t leave him. He flicked on all the lights to give himself the illusion of safety, like if something did come he would be fast enough to react to get away from it, and get back in his awesome mech.


  Then he hurriedly made some food from the extruder, scarfed it down like his life depended on it, and got back in the mech to continue on his mission.


  This time, he made his way down to where the fast-travel platform would take him to the hub. He was still missing a good third of the Cultivation Station sector’s twists and turns, and he was definitely still missing out on whatever lay in the room with the big red X Bynes had noted down.


  He promised, and Ash kept his promises.


  The half hour wait on the fast-travel platform felt interminable, but he waited it out patiently. Rex and the others were astonished to see that he’d returned, and that he’d returned totally unharmed. Ash agreed to take a fellow named Hixon, and set back off immediately.


  Hixon, he learned, was the guy who had impregnated Cecilianna, so it was thought they should be together as quickly as possible. Ash didn’t disagree.


  Hixon also wasn’t talkative. He answered Ash’s questions with perfunctory grunts and single words until Ash gave up. The guy had been through some serious shit, and Ash guessed one of those things was him being convinced he was going to die.


  Because he didn’t seem like he wanted to go back up to Frontier Outpost.


  Ash wanted to figure out more, but stopped himself. He and Waffles were needed down here, in the caverns. They were needed to explore and destroy, not fix whatever shellshock or PTSD some former mech pilot was suffering.


  He did warn Lillia, Torald and Bynes about Hixon, telling them the guy seemed like a classic case of mental instability.


  “If he looks like he’s going to be a danger to himself, or Cecilianna, put him down and lock him up,” he told them.


  “Don’t worry, sugar,” Lillia said, while Bynes just gave him the smoky eyes. “We seen a dozen like this’n.”


  That didn’t fill him with confidence that she could handle it, seeing as it was only her, Bynes and an old man. If Hixon got the jump on her, he could just as easily get the jump on Bynes, and then the other two would be no problem.


  “I’ll put a violence tracker on him,” she said. “If our bronco starts bucking, the Outpost will tranquilize and isolate the poor fella.”


  Ash’s instincts were unfounded, for which he was grateful. Still, it made him uneasy to have Hixon here with one mechanic, one exhibitionist survivor of a near-death experience theoretically capable of defending herself, one very pregnant survivor, and an old shopkeeper.


  But he couldn’t be everywhere and do everything.


  Over the course of the next six hours, he successfully ferried all of Rex’s people out of the fast-travel hub and back to Frontier Outpost. This netted him, because of the proliferation of alien enemies trying to kill him constantly, another 350 orgmats, for which he was very grateful. The punch claws really did make things easier and faster… for now.


  Achievement Unlocked Hero of the People.


  You have saved the doomed expedition from several years ago, which have long been feared dead.


  Reward: Piston Joint Add-on


  Rex pointed him to the new Tactical Module as he was heading into the extra compartment.


  “I bet you’ll get a kick out of that one,” he said. “Extends out the range of your punches.”


  This he had to see. Ash picked up the Piston Joint Add-on.


  Tactical Module: Piston Joint Add-on.


  Requires two open module node. (Currently one module node is empty.)


  By installing pistons in the wrist joints of your mech’s forearms, you gain additional reach when making attacks.


  Does not require the use of energy.


  Note: You may only install this Tactical Module in an Outpost or rest area.


  It was a huge shame that he couldn’t use this broken rest area thing. Maybe he could bring Lillia or Torald down here to help deal with it. Or both of them.


  He considered it as he ferried Rex back to Frontier Outpost.


  He was hailed a hero and given a party when he returned. Two of the survivors were engineers and were able to use parts from the broken extruders to make one of the others work. Bynes and Lillia had spent the whole time making a bunch of party food: chips and dip, chips and salsa, fizzy (and sugary) drinks, sub sandwiches.


  “Sure we had to extrude the bread, the lettuce, and all the other ingredients separately and put them all together, but look at this mother!” Bynes declared, sweeping hands over the six foot sandwich.


  Knowing it was all made of base organic matter didn’t do anything to diminish Ash’s enjoyment. The tomatoes, the ranch dressing, and the rest of the things all tasted as they should, and he was grateful for it.


  “How you holding up?” he asked Bynes.


  “Good,” she said, and grinned at him. Her fox tail was swishing back and forth in a way that he remembered… from… somewhere. Thinking about it gave him a headache, so he gave up on that right quick. No need to poke whatever in his mind gave him a headache when thinking about his life before deployment. After all, he had himself a foxy sex-friend.


  She leaned close as the others filed by and loaded up their plates with picnic food.


  “I’ve got a vibe in,” she muttered.


  “Niiiiiice,” he said, and meant it. She was incurably, insatiably horny, and he wasn’t about to tell her to cool it. He also needed to feel alive and was happy she approved of him as the focus of her affections.


  Honestly, the space below him was run down, falling apart, it let ancient and wrong, and knowing this mutant fox girl was up here ready to get him inside her any time he came back was pretty fucking awesome.


  He took her into the cockpit of the mech after the party, and found out the vibe could be inserted into the other hole as well. He then discovered what it felt like to have a small vibrating egg make waves in the next orifice over, through a thin membrane of flesh separating the two.


  The sensation and the pure wrongness of the situation pushed him over the edge. He had her on her back, having made a table out of the piloting nanogel at the exact right height, and loomed over her, slamming down over and over. Just as Bynes was shouting loudly about how she was about to, she was going to, he clenched down on his own self control and came at the same time. He flooded her insides.


  They basked for a little while, until finally she told him she needed to get back to her duties here, and he ought to get back to his mission.


  “I know,” he said, and caressed her triangular ear one more time. “I know. It’s time.”


  Neither Torald nor Lillia wanted to head back to the fast-travel hub. He was too old, he claimed, and she didn’t know if she could manage the fix with the knowledge she had at her disposal.


  Well, that was that. He got into Waffles, tried out another configuration of Tactical Modules, and tried out the new range extender.


  The pistons shot his hands out a good two meters, which seemed all right, but wasn’t an enormous bonus. However, he slotted it in alongside the NanoSwarm module for collecting up more orgmats, and the only other one that cost a single Tactical Module node: the Repellent Array. This one would keep him free of damage longer if and when he took it. He didn’t love it, but it was the best he had if he wanted the resources using NanoSwarm before they fell into the acid.


  He headed back into Cultivation Station, determined to hit the place where Bynes had starred the map.


  By now, he understood that the underground tunnels here were far more extensive than the map that Bynes had given him. He went through the Gray Wastes, where she’d never been, and there was still a mine shaft in Mine All Mine she hadn’t explored either, because she hadn’t had the tow cables or the thrusters powerful enough.


  This was a bit dismaying. He was supposed to finish this mission quickly. For some reason. More and more it seemed like what he’d have to do instead was visit every single area on the map and collect everything there was to collect, then face down the Vorquethar… by himself… somehow.


  “Don’t do that,” he told himself. “We’re doing great.”


  By now, Ash despised acid pools and really wanted them to be gone forever. It was good that he couldn’t see the entirety of the map. Soon enough he’d learn that acid pools were going to be a continued feature of the situation down here for quite some time, and actually get more and more terrible as he headed into different sectors of the underground landscape.


  He explored the remainder of Cultivation Station, being slow and careful with his resources. This time he went a different way, requiring him to perform some truly mind-boggling feats of tow cabling, followed immediately by thruster burns and second tow cable usage. This gave him a cave entrance that took him outside of Bynes’s map yet again.


  The enemies changed over time. Some of the rushers had larger spikes and purple bits glowing at their joints. These were faster and took more hits than the others closer to the Shallows. They died, but they were more likely to deal damage, especially when he encountered them near acid pools or in higher numbers.


  Luckily the punch claws, combined with the piston Tactical Module, gave him increased combat effectiveness. Although his reach had only increased a little, it was enough to make a serious difference. It took a little getting used to, but he went through a lot of enemies.


  It was clear this place had shifted some, due to the war mechs and the Vorquethar attempting to terraform the planet into a habitable zone… but that process must have continued.


  “What the…”


  How else would yet another Outpost show up all the way out here, disconnected from most everything?


  The Outpost was the same bullet-shaped building some fifty meters high, and this one was clearly glowing and operational. It was also crawling with vines and vegetation, though cutting through it wasn’t a problem.


  It cost him 50 orgmats to bring to life, and inside was the corpse of a mech that had been hanging out there for who knew how long.


  But the hangar bay doors opened to admit him, and the system didn’t have any trouble letting the dead mech off the t-shaped healing apparatus. Using the tow cable, he dragged it out of the Outpost and propped it up against the exterior.


  The mech had PULVERIZER painted in huge stenciled letters across the chest and shoulder armor. It also, when he’d gotten into his exoskeleton and got its hatch open, gave him access to yet another Tactical Module, and an Achievement.


  Achievement Unlocked! Spelunker.


  You have braved the depths of the subterranean network of tunnels and have stumbled onto a great deal of forgotten, dead and decayed remnants of the Great Xeno Wars of the last half century.


  Reward: An additional Tactical Module Node.


  That put him at five. He gave Waffles a reassuring pat. “We’re getting there, buddy. We’re gonna get there.”


  The Tactical Module was even more exciting.


  Tactical Module: Mnemos NanoGel Accelerator.


  This Tactical Module requires three free Tactical Module nodes to install (Currently one module node is empty.)


  A complex interfacing between the nanogel of your cockpit and the mechanisms has been upgraded, resulting in even faster attack and response time. Lag has been all but erased.


  Faster… attacking.


  Ash grinned evilly.


  
17- Not Even Death


  Silence again enveloped Ash and made him want to move on. In a hurry.


  The Outpost was nearly identical to the others he had found along his journeys: three levels up on the back side of the building, giving him access to extruders for food, a shower that leaked brown water and couldn’t be trusted, and the pervasive loneliness he didn’t feel when he was surrounded by alien enemies in a hostile environment that was constantly trying to kill him.


  Cultivation Station. He wanted to be out of here, away from the acid pools and the ambush plants. Sure he was good at spotting them, when they were on the ground, but they were just as often on the cavern walls or ceilings. Also the sounds they made when they attacked or when they died were awful.


  The Cultivation Station gave him another shock: the kiosk that served as a sort of vending machine for Waffles had not only the Green Passkey (which he couldn’t buy because he already had it) it also had an Orange Passkey. It was also 1000 orgmats.


  “The fuck?”


  1000 was ridiculous. It was just too many. Granted, he had almost that number, but it still meant several hours of grinding. There was no direct translation between orgmats and a restricted area opening up. What, did the restricted area need a lot of sandwiches? Did it need enough canned ravioli to feed central fucking command or something?


  Ash tried to tell himself it was fine, and that he didn’t need the red area in order to complete his mission. He could handle this without the red area.


  This vending machine also had one Tactical Module for sale, which was called Explosive Ordnance Enhancement. According to the write up, it made his micro-missiles a lot more damaging.


  He stared between the Red Passkey and the Tactical Module for some time, just thinking. He really liked his increased attack damage, his extending piston fists, and his increased attack speed. He did, however, enjoy the protection of the incredibly dangerous micro-missile salvo, and if he could enhance that damage, it would make a single Body point all the more effective.


  This Tactical Module was listed for sale for 350 orgmats, and he immediately bought it.


  Tactical Module: Explosive Ordnance Enhancement.


  This Tactical Module requires three free Tactical Module nodes to install (Currently no module nodes are empty.)


  This Module spends one orgmat for each expenditure of the micro-missile salvo. Upon using this, the micro-missile damage is greatly increased.


  Also, if the salvo would otherwise destroy a single enemy, excess missiles are directed toward any remaining enemies.


  He couldn’t install his increased punch speed and the increased missile damage at the same time. He could, however, switch out the punch extender for the stability increase.


  Testing that out proved its effectiveness. He hadn’t noticed, but he was getting knockback every time he landed punches with the claws, with increased knockback from larger, armored enemies. The relief from the knockback was very much worth the loss of the piston extension.


  Ugh, if only he had about a dozen more of those Tactical Module Nodes.


  He also tested out the micro-missile damage enhancement and found it to be very good.


  He was coming to understand a sort of hit point system for his enemies. The original punch did one hp worth of damage, but the claws pushed that to two. His original enemies would take two or three strikes but now took one or two. Bigger enemies, like the armored one with the parasite swarm, took something like three micro-missile salvos. Everything generally took one salvo to destroy, aside from the enormously armored foes and the boss monsters, but he estimated using the mine behemoth bugs that the salvo did about 5 hp’s worth of damage.


  It probably did about 8-10 hp’s worth of damage now, or 4-5 punches, which was pretty great for a single orgmat and Body point.


  With the Tactical Module installed, he could definitely take out all normal enemies in a single hit of micro-missiles, and sometimes two typical enemies.


  He also discovered, and this was fun, that the salvos easily detected hidden ambush enemies.


  The tests went on near the Outpost, and he went back to recharge his lost energy and his lost Body points before moving on and forging the hell out of Cultivation Station.


  Which was how, a good ten or twelve cavernous rooms later, Ash ended up going toe to toe with an insane vine creature in a massive cavern just. He’d gone with the salvo damage increase, NanoSwarm, and the nanites to make him briefly invulnerable for when he took damage, since it worked while he was using the micro-missile salvo. In this sector, he rather enjoyed having the ability to grab up orgmats before they got eaten by acid.


  When he first stepped into the room, he was amazed to see how light and green it was. Light seemed to be filtering through the roof, but in reality it was just created by glowing acid, glowing mushrooms, and glowing moss. The whole room was bathed in a sickly yellow green light. It all made the gargantuan plant at the far wall all the more menacing.


  Ash wouldn’t have worried so much if it hadn’t been for the acid pools everywhere. They crisscrossed-crossed the room like scars dug out by the claws of a god. He would have no choice but to jump here and there, if it came to combat. And judging by the huge, forty meter wide flower slowly peeling open to reveal hundreds of teeth-looking spines and thorns.


  “Ohhh… Kay…”


  A brief look at the map showed him that this place had a great big red star, as placed by Bynes. It was not a place she had stuck around to provoke into a fight.


  Ash, however, had three quarters of a full bar of Vorquethar energy, six out of seven Body points, and was looking to really put his salvo to the test.


  The moment he took another step into the massive room, the plant exploded into motion. It attacked from multiple different angles at the same time. Ash was forced to dance around like a ballerina, taxing Waffles to his limit. When they came in low and high at the same time, he was forced to jump and tuck his head down, and when it came low and in the middle at the same time, he had to maximize his jump without using the enhanced thrusters.


  A thirty meter tall mech, able to punch down small buildings with its bare—reinforced steel—hands, and here it was jumping around like a third grader.


  They snapped Venus fly trap-like jaws at him. They tried to pummel him with vines attached to club-like ends, or vines twined around boulders. They tried to make him get stuck in sticky vines hanging from the ceiling. They tried to make him jump into the acid pools.


  The vines whipping at him weren’t just melee attacks either. Some of them flung pollen at him, others attacked with spines.


  “Starting to think I bit off more than I could chew here,” he muttered.


  He took damage twice before deciding he was going to back off, only to find a huge mouth made of plant matter barring the door out.


  “Well fuck,” he said.


  At that point, he punched a retreating vine for the first time.


  Finding his rhythm just wasn’t possible with this creature. He needed to figure out the pattern of its attacks, but it had far too many attacks in a seemingly random pattern. His only saving grace was that he was getting better at dodging overall. He’d gone through a lot of cavern rooms with multiple opponents, and dodging was much more of an instinctual thing.


  He also had a suite of sensors in the head area that gave him much more info than just his eyes or ears alone could handle. With the proximity sensors set the way they were, he knew when to duck a swipe from behind, or when to leap or dodge aside from a projectile attack coming in from the sides. He had coded Waffles with certain colored emergency lights and certain sounds to tell him when something was coming in from the left, right, behind, or directly above, so that wasn’t so much of an issue.


  He swiped at another vine as it passed, basically flinging the mech’s arm below him in the middle of a jump.


  “Wait,” he said.


  It shouldn’t have been possible to make attacks like that. He hadn’t through Waffles was capable of that kind of motion.


  The next time he jumped, he swiped below him again and watched as the vine was slashed apart.


  Eventually he slashed at enough of them that one was sliced clean in two.


  He could cut them.


  He took another damage from a badly timed jump, but he also cut several more vines. It got to where he actually had a moment to himself, to collect his thoughts.


  Down to two Body points, he desperately needed to heal up, so he looked for his next opportunity to use the energy converter. After another half a dozen dodges, leaps and slashes, another moment presented itself. He wasn’t about to waste it. Throwing on the energy converter, he slowly healed up one Body point before the attacks began coming again.


  The dodging began again. He slipped and nearly fell into an acid pool, then launched himself backwards with his enhanced thrusters to avoid several different ranged attacks a the same time.


  The pollen attacks drifted out into a cloud of yellow green, remaining there for far longer than he liked, while the spine attacks were fast, here and gone immediately. The first one restricted the battlefield even further, making a slip into acid even more likely.


  This was impossible. How was anybody supposed to survive through this? Ash couldn’t handle the frequency of the jumps and ducks and ducking jumps. He eventually took damage when a decent jump left him falling into an acid pool.


  This time he found another break time a good dozen jumps and desperate dodges, and didn’t waste a moment, but instead kicked the energy converter into gear. He healed up yet another Body point right before several more attacks came at him.


  He employed the tow cable any time he jumped but found himself falling into an acid pool, or he needed to be away from the main bulk of the vines. He was jumping far more than he was attacking, but this thing had a zillion hit points and he only had… four.


  Still, eventually new vines uncurled from the wall, and they also took damage, slowly, and then in between him hitting thruster blasts, using the tow cable, and flat out just taking damage, he kept up the attack.


  More vines were cut and went slithering back into the main bulk of them, one after another. More of them came, more of them attacked, more of them died.


  The time between attacks was lengthening, at last. He’d had the opportunity to lash out and strike the heads off the ranged attacking vines. Still, he hadn’t managed to get anywhere near the gigantic flower with the mouth big enough to swallow a whole building.


  “How… did these… fucking aliens…” he grunted, in between jumping around in the cockpit and flailing wildly with his hands, “…ever live… long enough… to invent… space travel?”


  Attacks ceased. Wonder of wonders, he stopped having to duck, dodge and jump over and over again.


  “Did I… did I do it?” he asked, gasping. Then he immediately thought to put on the energy converter and heal up in the time between its attacks.


  Ash wasn’t in terrible shape, but he had just been leaping around inside the cockpit for entirely too long. He didn’t know how long, but it felt like hours and was probably under five minutes.


  The only upside to all this attacking and defending and slashing was the energy the vines gave off. The vines he’d cleaved were an excellent source of the red purple light, and since he had to jump all over the place like a fucking frog, he had picked up most of what he’d produced by killing his enemies.


  Swearing the whole time, he successfully healed up another Body point, and was halfway through a second one when the room exploded into motion again.


  This time explosions of spines and clouds of pollen were on the menu. Ash backed off, dodged the projectiles while attempting to steer clear of the damaging clouds, and kept an eye on his regular energy. It was just under half now, and he sent a prayer of silent thanks to the enhancement to his mech allowing him to recoup some of the energy.


  “Come on…” he muttered.


  Then it happened. Several clouds were followed by several more attacks by spines, and in the middle of jumping and dodging, several vines came down from above. These were the sticky attacks, like the way a sundew would trap insects. The globs of sticky stuff dropped down from above and grabbed onto his arm, then another arm. He couldn’t get away.


  He was trapped. Luckily he wasn’t damaged.


  The clouds of pollen came closer, exploding here and there.


  Closer.


  A rush of needles burst out of the end of a vine and caught him, diminishing a Body point. He had a good two seconds of invulnerability before they would be able to damage him again, but he wasn’t able to get away from the sundew goop. He yanked, and he pulled, and… nothing.


  Firing off another salvo might leave him at a single Body point, but he had no choice. It was this or watch himself take damage slowly, but surely.


  He blasted outwards with the micro missiles, a cloud of small explosions freeing him. He went crashing to the floor, stumbled…


  And took a vine whip full to the chest.


  ***


  Ash hadn’t died before this. He’d been lucky when he wasn’t skillful, and that luck had lasted.


  Until now.


  The gel hardened around him into a texture and hardness like memory foam, and he felt himself being thrust out of the mech’s back panel. The pod went rocketing off back through the room, where it flew through a tiny (three meter wide) space in between the doorway and the guardian plant in the way.


  Ash tried not to scream like a girl as he was propelled past a plant that could have eaten him, or Waffles’s entire arm if it wanted to. He passed close enough to the vines and snapping jaws to hear the leaves scraping against his pod.


  The pod bounced once before the thrusters once again engaged and he was forcefully blasted back the way he’d come.


  It wasn’t long before he was at the Cultivation Station Outpost, with doors already open to accommodate him. The pod took him inside, and immediately, the doors slammed closed.


  “Okay,” he breathed. “Okay.”


  “Mech retrieval protocols engaged,” a calm female voice said.


  The pod was propelled into a large space specifically designed to receive a three meter diameter ellipse shape. Soon the arms and legs of the exoskeleton had disengaged from the side wall of the Outpost, giving him a set of arms, followed by a set of legs. The whole thing was coated with six Body points’ worth of armor, which appeared almost impossibly bulky on this tiny thing.


  “The exoskeleton is inferior to the mech in all ways. It contains no Tactical Modules, no enhancements, no increased weapon damage. It is intended for mech retrieval only.”


  “Got it.”


  “Losing the final Body point of the exoskeleton will expose you to the irradiated environment in this subterranean place. You will face death within minutes, if not hours.”


  “I got it, believe me,” he said.


  Now to go back in there, without tow cables or enhanced thrusters, and less damage, and no missiles, and just… just… brave the evil plant situation.


  
18- Weed Whacker


  Ash froze, before going to look at the vending machine. Yes, the Automated Evac Unit was still there. Yes, he still had access to his orgmats, which were apparently stored in a small compartment just outside the cockpit, which had come with him.


  It also cost him 250 orgmats.


  There might be a way to get it on his own.


  “Risk it or not?” he asked no one else. He was in, basically, the most difficult place in the whole sector. He’d have to make it there by himself and ram the exoskeleton back into Waffles without dying.


  Or spend almost a third of his savings when he would probably need the Red Passkey.


  He decided to risk it.


  The path outside, in the exoskeleton, was not the same as the one he’d just taken. The exoskeleton was only twenty meters tall instead of thirty. Now every jump he had to make and every enemy he had to fight was far bigger. He was forced to find ways around some of the acid pools that were easily made before this. It took all his newfound piloting and combat practice to navigate this larger and more horrifying pace.


  He had gotten better at jumping, dodging, and attacking above and below himself. He had gotten worse at dealing with the large jumps and acid pools, because he’d gotten used to having the tow cables and enhanced thrusters when he needed them. He only ended up taking one point of damage along the way, and it was because he went to engage thrusters he didn’t have. It was an excellent reminder that he needed to treat Waffles better.


  He finally made it to the entrance to the cave, and found the vine monster blocking the exit, though it wasn’t too difficult to duck, dodge, and pummel his way through it.


  “Okay,” he muttered. “There’s Waffles… all I need to do is jump in the rear hatch and we’ll be back up to fighting speed.”


  Even as he said the words, doubt swept over him. This thing had defeated him once already. Why didn’t he just leave and come back when he was stronger? He could find and explore some other sectors, defeat some other bosses, and just… come back after more upgrades. He could switch out his Tactical Modules. He hadn’t used his enhanced salvo against the big plant monster anyway, because he’d been too afraid of taking all that damage, and spending Body points was a good way to get yourself killed.


  “But I can use it now,” he told himself.


  Launching himself across the room, he splashed the exoskeleton into Waffles and had emergency re-entry go to work… RIP or whatever it was called. By this point he couldn’t remember.


  The armor flowed over itself, and Waffles sprang to life  of his own accord. Even while the Body points got situated, autopilot took control and got the mech out of there. While the gel re-acclimated to having him in the cockpit of the mech, it retreated back to a place of safety: the doorway to the boss cavern.


  “Okay,” he said, and started running in the gel-filled cockpit chamber. He reached the largest of the acid pools and launched himself forward. And engaged the first salvo.


  Immediately micro-missiles swarmed everywhere. It seemed that the sundew hanging vines only took one or two missiles each and shriveled into blackened husks. The other missiles veered off in various different directions, splashing chaos onto various melee or ranged attack vines.


  Then he let loose with another one.


  The second salvo cut apart almost all the vines still remaining. Any of the ones now moving to take him on got missiles in their leafy faces, and were set aflame.


  The thing in the wall, the thing with the forty or fifty meter tall orifice, emitted an awful sound.


  “I have modulated the sound you hear to allow you to hear some of it, without damaging your eardrums and inner ear tissues,” Waffles told him.


  “Thanks, buddy,” he replied.


  “I am… your buddy?” The mech asked.


  Ash’s head suddenly hurt, because for some reason the image of a golden retriever entered his mind.


  He shook it off before he could start his nose bleeding again, and unleashed another salvo of missiles.


  Again the waffle irons popped open, again the missiles went screaming out. They poured out in all directions, breathing devastation everywhere. Fires had started.


  Vine tentacles began to surge out of the main central flower thing, clearly in search of him.


  As soon as any of them got close, he began with the slashing punches. One, two, three, four, he punched them and was actually glad to slide back a little ways from the knock back. Although he didn’t want to end up in a lake of acid, he wanted to be near the central mouth of that thing even less.


  It exhaled a huge cloud of swirling yellowish miasma a second later, and he was even more glad to be far away, because this time it hung around for a lot longer than the ones before.


  It took him three more salvos to take the gigantic plant thing down, with one stop along the way to heal himself up. Finally though, he landed enough micro-missiles on the thing and the fires had already enough to give him the advantage.


  Finally, it died.


  Achievement! Weed Whacker


  You have come a long way in your efforts, though you still have a ways to go. The path forward is open before you, if you dare to walk it. Sometimes, to put yourself upon that path, you must do the yardwork.


  Reward: +250 organic materials, +1 Tactical Module node


  Ash breathed out a shaky breath. An additional Tactical Module node was an incredible bonus for fighting this awful, awful thing that had essentially killed him.


  He found the thing and absorbed it into Waffles just as soon as he could locate it among the smoldering rubble.


  He now had six node spaces, meaning…


  “I can have NanoSwarm active,” he muttered.


  After he’d returned from the Outpost and gotten it active, Ash headed back to the awful awful boss lair cavern room, and looked beyond the place it had been anchored to the wall.


  The wall itself was huge, extending outwards fifty or more meters in either direction, and at least sixty or seventy meters high. With all the vegetation burned away, the gray stone was now clear, and Ash could make out the definite shapes of glyphs in the wall. This was certainly a chamber full of writing.


  Writing he couldn’t read.


  “Well shit,” he muttered.


  He had expected the passageway to continue, for there to be more caves for him to venture into. Instead he was faced with a puzzle, and had to head back.


  Ash still hadn’t found his way to Stronghold, whatever that was, though he did have access to the fast-travel platform and the various other destinations it held. There was also a shaft up through the mines he might be able to manage now, if it wasn’t infested with those crystal centipedes.


  Ash found his way back to the fast-travel platform, and was astonished to find himself faced with another mech.


  This one was bigger than Waffles, blockier and sporting a railgun off one shoulder. It looked a little like a predator that way, with clawed hands and a hunched over posture. The whole thing was painted charcoal black, which fit in with several parts of the tunnels he’d seen so far. Just below the railgun was a painted word: Liberator. Ash also noted a number of hash marks


  “Who. Are. You.” The mech’s pilot demanded in a gravelly, dead voice.


  Ash wasn’t thrilled about this turn of events. He knew now he wasn’t the only person down in this godforsaken wasteland, but he didn’t expect to come up against an honest-to-goodness functional mech.


  “Doesn’t matter who I am,” he said. “We’re just mech pilots from the military doing our business, right?”


  Hopefully the enemy hadn’t figured out how to turn people by offering them bribes and this guy was on the bad guy team. Ash had experience, but this other guy also had a Vorquethar energy converter, meaning he could self-heal.


  “Follow me,” Liberator said, and turned to the fast-travel platform leading back out to the Gray Wastes.


  “No good,” Ash said. “I’ve been there.”


  “You have. That’s how I found you opened up this door.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “To work on the fucking mission.” This guy looked and sounded exactly like a gigantic douchebag. Like an anti-hero.


  “So, uh… no.”


  Liberator turned back to look at him, with that railgun perched on his shoulder looking super badass.


  “Whaddaya mean, no? We got ourselves a mission, and it’s better done with two. Now follow me.”


  “I’m headed… this way,” Ash lied, and pointed to a fast-travel door he hadn’t used yet. When he tried to access it, it said the way had been utterly destroyed and wasn’t accessible.


  “The hell you are,” Liberator said. “You’re following me, else I have to beat your mech into fucking submission, kill you, and find a pilot who knows how to stay on mission.”


  “Look, man, I don’t know you. I got my orders alone. No orders saying link up with any pilots you find and help them do their business.”


  “We dance then?” Liberator demanded. His voice sounded like stones grating together, seismically.


  And then the rail gun started cycling up. The whole thing began glowing blue, humming. Waffles let him know, quite unnecessarily, that the railgun was doing its thing.


  Blasting forward on his enhanced thrusters, he zipped the tow cables and grabbed onto Liberator, yanking the two of them together. A salvo of micro-missiles was his response to that bastard about to use his special weapon on him. The tiny rockets shot out, but since they were too close together, they immediately looped around and ended up pelting Liberator in the back all over.


  “You… fucking… punk,” the pilot growled.


  They smashed together a second later, nose to nose, with the railgun extending past Ash’s right shoulder and totally useless.


  “You could’ve gone your way, and I could’ve gone mine,” Ash hissed. “Now… are you fucking done?”


  “I’m gonna make you eat that mech.”


  Liberator blasted his own thrusters and kicked backwards, smashing the two of them up into the ceiling of the fast-travel hub chamber. Ash took a damage, but decided the hell with this, and blasted another salvo of rockets. Or would have, if the Waffle Irons on his shoulders had space to pop open. Instead he watched as Liberator peeled his mech down and got onto the floor, still holding Ash and Waffles up against the ceiling.


  With Ash up like that, he pulled a strong uppercut and nailed Ash right in the armor where the cockpit sat. The sound that reverberated through Waffles was unlike anything he’d felt so far, from combat with the Vorquethar. Metal rent against metal and thrummed like thunder throughout the mech’s entire body.


  So Ash started raking claws.  One, two, three, and four hits were glancing blows, sure, but he could see the other mech’s armor shifting to get back into place, so he knew he was doing damage. He sliced down, raking over and over, trying for the gun or the sensor suite, or anything he could to get an advantage here.


  “Fucking… cocksucker,” Liberator grunted.


  Finally he turned and tried to throw Waffles, but Ash used his thrusters to twist in the air and his next salvo and tow cables at the same time. The rockets went screaming off to explode against Liberator’s armor, peppering him with damage all over, while Ash landed in a crouch and shot forward towards his opponent.


  Liberator was already done, though. It just stood there, while the cockpit blasted out the back of the mech, and zipped away out of sight. The Vorquethar flora and fauna had taken punishment like he wouldn’t have believed, while this other mech could only withstand two missile salvos and a few scratches.


  Ash immediately used the Vorquethar energy converter to heal up the damage he’d sustained. He was frankly amazed to have won the fight, but he hadn’t given his opponent any time to use his own super weapon.


  Liberator, who ever he was, was going to get his own exoskeleton and come back for his mech. Ash had basically two options now, as he saw them: leave Liberator to grab his mech and be long gone by the time he got here, or tow his mech back to Frontier Outpost and gun for the little bastard if he got his exoskeleton anywhere near.


  The choice was pretty easy. He didn’t want Liberator behind him and thirsty for revenge, so he grabbed up the mech using his tow cables, and dragged the heavy fucker to the nearest fast-travel door.


  He had only thirty minutes to think about things, and considered his moves should Liberator appear again. They were both on the side of the humans, as far as Ash understood. Why they’d tried to kill one another was beyond him. This brought him back to his original assumption, which was that the Vorquethar gave that Liberator guy some reason to turn traitor.


  “Money, power, sex,” he muttered. The three ultimate motives. Maybe revenge was in there, but you could class that as a power move.


  The fast-travel door had cost him 600 orgmats, which seemed necessary. It also brought him, amazingly, to the mines.


  “Fuck,” he muttered.


  He was off the map now. Bynes’s map anyhow.


  He was surrounded again by sharp, damaging crystal. Although the floors were mostly flat, and this one had a rail for mine carts, he did drop off sharply at points, requiring him to jump. There would be no way in hell he could drag this mech along with his tow cables and make difficult jumps at the same time.


  He repeated his curse, several times actually, before spotting something.


  “There we go, baby,” he muttered.


  He dragged the mech out of the fast-travel gate and over to the nearest chasm. If the exoskeleton appeared and growly fuckbag went to get his mech back, Ash would throw it off the cliff’s edge and down into oblivion.


  He made the jump to the next flat area, and searched around for what he needed. The mine cart was there, and it was some thirty meters wide. Ash could climb inside it if necessary.


  How to power it though?


  It wasn’t until he left the hallway with the cart and the abandoned mech—and killed several enemy creatures—that he found the source of power. A blob of metal on one wall looked odd, and flared to life with red purple power when he approached. An exceptionally strange voice spoke up instead of Waffles, saying words he couldn’t understand.


  “What… was that?”


  “I believe it asked for 20 Vorquethar energy to activate,” Waffles said. Ash was delighted to hear it.


  The mine cart slid to life, Ash leaping after it. He climbed inside the cart and headed across the chasm to his new treasure.


  
19- Sunk All The Way Into The Depths


  All told it took some serious effort to get Liberator all the way back to Frontier. His first problem was getting from the mines back to the Shallows. This wasn’t easy, as he still had yet to connect the mines to the Shallows in the first place.


  But after some more time killing enemies and dragging the heavy bastard along, Ash found the top of the shaft he’d used to head down into the Gray Wastes. He thanked his lucky stars for the ability to tow his price back at all.


  He kept having to stop and kill enemies, then go back and approach carefully, to make sure the mech hadn’t been rejoined by its ejected pilot. Luckily, Waffles was getting better at detecting whether any armor had been added on to Liberator. Then he hit up the mine cart, which moved smoothly along the rail at the push of a button.


  When he reached the mine shaft, it became clear that he’d missed the rail heading downward. The mine cart continued smoothly on down the rail, smashing against several crystalpedes as it went.


  It seemed fine, until Ash saw that the space around the mine cart, between the edge of the cart and the shaft wall, was just large enough to admit one of the very dangerous gigantic bugs.


  The crystalpede came up and around the edge of the mine cart in time to take a pummeling from the new and improved blades sticking off either side of Ash’s fists, it made an awful screeching noise, but by the time it got the rest of its tail up to try and counterattack, it was dead. He’d gotten it in the head enough times to put it down.


  He had to say that the speed advantage of having his Mnemos NanoGel Accelerator Tactical Module installed was definitely worth it. Punching faster was just flat out better. 


  He was considering putting the punch-faster TacMod together with the one that eliminated his knockback, to stand there and deliver punch after devastating punch, but it would mean giving up the damage increase to his missiles. His deliberation gave its buddy just enough time to get over the edge and into the mine cart behind him.


  “Oh fuck off,” he muttered, when Waffles informed him that the crystal-backed centipede creature circled up and showed tons of glittering red purple crystal in his direction. It started to inch forward when it took a full force blast of micro-missiles in the face.


  It died, giving him more and more orgmats, a refill on Vorquethar energy, and enough material to reclaim his lost Body point after using his super weapon.


  “That’s correct,” he muttered darkly. “You fuel my continued ascension.”


  It wasn’t long before the mine cart slowed to a halt, allowing him to get back to the section of the mines he knew. He would’ve said ‘knew and loved’ but he didn’t particularly like the mines. It was a definite step up in danger level, like Cultivation Station. Not a bad thing, but frustrating to have to head back here after he thought he’d finished with it.


  It was clear he wasn’t. Aside from the fast-travel platform, there was another good portion of the mines the other way once he’d ascended the mineshaft that needed exploring and clearing. He would probably find another up-jumped boss that way.


  He made his way through the mines slowly clearing and then dragging Liberator behind him, followed by the Shallows. He forged ahead at one point, into the Outpost in the Shallows to re-up his energy and Body points. It was the best—only—way for him to reclaim the blue energy, right now, unless he wanted to spend two of his precious TacMod nodes on the Energy Reclamation Unit. It sounded nice, in theory, but so far he needed all the combat capability he could get.


  But, just for fun, because he was heading back to Frontier, he put Energy Reclamation Unit on, along with the Mnemos for fast punching, and with the final remaining node, he put on the NanoSwarm. That way, he could breeze through the Shallows a little faster, not needing to stop so often to reclaim all the orgmats that were being dropped.


  Ash took a cleansing breath at the end, when he made his final ascent. Clearing the enemies hadn’t been as annoying as repeatedly towing Liberator along behind him. He could (and had) use just the tow cables extending out from Waffles’s waist, but the towing was much slower that way. It meant he could expend energy less often, a huge plus, and he could leave slack on the lines for periodic fights against the mindless (gigantic) bugs of the Shallows. In the end though, he prevailed in the grind that led back to Frontier.


  “Something isn’t right,” he muttered, even before the Outpost doors opened to admit him.


  He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he knew. Something was wrong. Subtly wrong or terribly wrong, he couldn’t quite say. The bay doors parted to admit him, and he couldn’t quit see it at first. All the people he expected to see remained behind the radiation barrier, but he could make out Lillia, Torald, Bynes (probably naked beneath the long jacket she was wearing), then Rex and the other six from the fast-travel platform. He was able to zoom in on the form of Cecillianna, pregnant and presently nowhere near the unstable wreck of Hixon.


  And someone else. Two someones, in fact.


  “Ah,” he said. “And who would you be?”


  Ash’s descent into the subterranean world of the Vorquethar paralleled his descent mentally, though he hadn’t realized it. How could he? He was doing what he had to do to survive down here, totally alone. Sure he could talk with Waffles, but it was like he was ensconced in the mech’s womb. It would be like a fetus telepathically communicating with its soon-to-be mother. The thought of it creeped him out.


  As his mech enhancements and upgrades increased, and his collection of TacMods grew, so did his moodiness and paranoia. He hadn’t realized it, but the appearance of these two new people put him immediately on edge.


  “Pilot to Outpost, I see you have two new inhabitants. Can you confirm, over?” he asked.


  “Pilot, this is Outpost,” Lillia’s signature southern drawl came over the comms. “You are correct there, cowboy. Come on in to dock and we’ll get y’all up to speed, over.”


  “That is a negative, Outpost,” he said. “I have a mech hulk for Torald to study.”


  “We know, Ash,” Lillia said. “Come on in and we’ll get y’all a hot meal, a shower, a massage, some rest. You deserve it.”


  She’d used his name, instead of calling him cowboy, or darlin’, or sugar. He counted this as a bad sign.


  “Outpost, you need to come clean with me,” he said. “I have encountered enemy combatant mechs down there. I’m getting bad vibes, over.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Lillia said. “Here, we got Cap’n Bynes to talk with ya, over.”


  “Ash?” came the tremulous voice. “Hey, Ash, I missed you.”


  “Oh… kay…” he said. “I’m just gonna drop this here mech and get back on mission.”


  “I need you, Ash,” she whispered. “Can you… can you come in?”


  “That is a negative, Outpost,” he responded. “I’ll just fill up on energy and armor and be on my way.”


  A new voice came over the comms now. The first of two. “Ash?”


  But there were two other someones.


  “Ash it’s Evie,” the second voice said.


  Ashley… and Evie.


  It made no sense. They had been back in the nothing town where he lived, and they had been best friends. He was sure that shacking up with both of them would lead to disaster, that one or the other—or both for that matter—would end up hating him for him sleeping around just before he got deployed.


  A cold shiver went down his spine. One of them was pregnant. Both of them could be pregnant.


  Ash wasn’t the type of person to cut and run. He had told himself, each of those drunken times, that if things worked out, he would definitely take responsibility. But if there were two of them at once… what would he do then?


  “Hey, Ash,” Evie said gently. “Come on in, big guy.”


  “We need to talk with you, Ash,” Ashley said.


  He… had broken up with her. He had told her he was shipping out, and he didn’t expect her to wait for him. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them. He would pine and long, and feel distantly regretful for jumping around in bed just before he left, and she could feel free to get with anybody she wanted. It made sense if one of them was here, but not both.


  And all this was secondary to his mission. He had a mission to do. Everyone seemed ready and willing to make him stop going after the Vorquethar threat.


  “Ash,” Bynes said, “I get it now. They explained everything. They showed me… well, the things they showed me… um. Heh. You can come in. We’ll just talk, okay?”


  No, he was close. He could feel he was close to finishing. He could self-heal, he had the thrusters and the tow cables. He had increased his TacMod nodes and had a pretty good handle on how to mix and match them for different combat needs. He was within reach of the end of this thing, and they were going to spirit him off to who knew where, and stop him from completing his mission. This was Liberator all over again: nothing more than a distraction away from crossing a nearby finish line.


  So he couldn’t see it, so what? It wasn’t that important.


  “You don’t have to be alone,” Ashley said. She sounded heartbroken.


  “Listen,” he said. “Don’t come after me. If you suit up in this mech right here, I’ll just knock you out again and send you back.”


  “Ash, please,” Ashley urged. “I need to see you.”


  “Wait, Ash! You need to see something!” Evie called.


  Well they’d already played a game of ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.


  “It’s really important,” Ashley all but yelled.


  She’d found out about the other girls. One of them was pregnant. It had to be Evie, since she was here now. No way he was doing that, not when he was so close. That whole situation would sort itself out in no time once he became the hero the world needed.


  He was already full up on Body points and energy, and was getting the hell out of this trap. 


  ***


  That extra portion of Mine All Mine was indeed a path toward a boss. He made the climb with the mine cart without any issue, headed back through new cavern chambers, and defeated even more enemies than before.


  He found his first crystalpede that had inhabited a broken mech suit and grew a bunch of crystals out of it. This thing stared at him for only a moment before charging in with crystals flashing in the gloom, and Ash deflected its huge body aside with a claw swipe, narrowly avoiding taking damage as it passed. It immediately turned and ran at him again. This time he blasted it with a salvo, and amazingly it still didn’t stop coming.


  Oh, right, he didn’t have the enhanced salvo TacMod going.


  Another lightning fast swipe of the claws finally put it down. Though not a boss, it still had some five to seven hit points.


  He came upon more of the dead mech crystalpedes. The first room had only one, but the next cavernous chamber contained two of them, and he fought a slow retreat back the way he’d come, taking two damage before killing the two of them. They were far faster than the crystalpedes, and were quite dangerous, unless you blasted them with a missile salvo. If that happened, they only needed one or two claw swipes to take down.


  They did provide him with the materials he needed to recuperate two of the three missing Body points. It was clear now that the improved salvo strike was quite powerful, and a very good deal. He didn’t want to give up his current configuration, but he might have to.


  The first time he spotted Liberator, he nearly charged back to where it ducked behind the bend in the tunnel and gave it a serious beating. It peeked its big ugly railgun bearing face again a few chambers later, just before he discovered he was in a boss fight.


  He would’ve turned back around and faced off against Liberator for a second time, except a metal door slammed into place behind him and the whole room light up with purple light.


  “Ehhh shit,” he muttered.


  He had only five of six Body points, and immediately started healing one up with the energy converter.


  The thing that came at him was a crystalized monstrosity, with crystals growing deeply into various cannibalized mech parts. Somewhere in there, a creature had connected each one of those parts, making it into a sort of spiky looking urchin… sort of. He didn’t even notice it at first, because the room itself was overgrown with the sharp and huge crystal formations. They poked up out of the floor, down out of the ceiling, and out of each wall.


  They would give him places to attach the tow cables if he wanted fast escapes, but he would have to manage the space very carefully. It wouldn’t do to swing away from the creature and end up impaling Waffles on a spike of crystal on the downswing.


  Just as he was wondering what he would have to fight, the huge mass of crystals at the far side of the chamber started to scuttle, crablike, over towards him. The spikes of purple crystal slashed the air dangerously as it came, and worse, he couldn’t figure out where he could start slashing at the thing. It wasn’t like he could just dart an arm in there.


  As an experiment, he tried slashing at the nearest spike of crystal growing out of the floor, and was satisfied to see several chunks disappear. The whole thing fell into two huge pieces, with the large hunk of it cracking again once the full ten meter segment hit the ground, hard.


  “Just a few more of you fuckers,” he muttered. His mission would be over, and he could then turn his attention to the clusterfuck he’d created back in his hometown by sleeping with basically everybody.


  “It’ll be fine,” he told himself. After all, once his mission was over, he would be the savior of the goddamn planet. With the Vorquethar gone, the world governments would set him up with a nice palatial estate, and any woman who wanted his baby could saunter on in for a little piece of the savior.


  For now he needed to focus. Kill the monsters. Save the world.


  
20- Liberating


  As the fight went on, the crystals grew. They were the fastest growing crystals he’d ever seen. Although he was in Waffles, and that meant these crystals were hundreds of meters long, and their sheer size wasn’t lost on him.


  The urchin scuttled toward him and then turtled up as soon as he got close. He was staring at a ball of spiky damage, and he confirmed this a moment later when he swiped at it, but accidentally poked himself with a different spike.


  “That’s not fair,” he grumbled, and leaped back away when it spun around and started slashing at the air just by being a dervish. The spinning intensified, and it smashed into several of the pillars growing on the walls and ceiling. This sent a chain reaction of shrapnel being flung around the room. Ash was forced to duck back with hands up, and took yet more damage from a bunch of crystals embedded in his forearms. The gel let him know that he’d just been hit in both arms, and multiple times.


  He was two damage into the fight already, and hadn’t done any damage in return.


  When the spinning finished, the creature wobbled on little feet. He immediately set about using up his Vorquethar energy to heal the first, and then the next Body point he’d lost. And immediately realized his problem.


  He was going to run out of the ability to heal, unless he started doing damage.


  The creature eventually started scuttling towards him again on tiny little legs he couldn’t attack, and he backpedaled around the room, avoiding both it and the encroaching spiky pillars.


  “Not sure how to proceed here,” he muttered.


  The creature didn’t spin around again, instead just scuttled around. It slowly ambled toward him, slow enough that Ash had no problem dodging away.


  Round and round they went, with Ash nimbly hopping away from the creature and the obstacles in the room… which were growing. The room was slowly shrinking. Avoiding taking a hit was becoming more and more difficult.


  “Um… a little help here?”


  But Waffles couldn’t supply any assistance.


  He needed to engage the urchin, but he wasn’t sure how. Everything here was dangerous, and he wasn’t getting the energy he needed to engage in his healing drive. It felt, literally and figuratively, like he was getting backed into a corner. He’d have to just hope that he could punch it to death before he took too much damage… and he’d have to hope his pod would take him back to the nearest Outpost so he could grab the exoskeleton and finish this bastard off with a refreshed health bar.


  The next time he did, though, it was with forearms that were coated with purple crystals.


  “What—”


  They’d grown, from the shrapnel he’d taken after the explosive twirling the little bastard had done.


  He lashed out with his claws, and this time instead of getting poked by the thing’s spiny bits, they screeched against the forearm crystals and protected him from harm. Instead, the ones growing out away from his arms were sheared away, slowly but surely, until Waffles announced that he would take damage if he continued to block.


  Also, the urchin began its spinning maneuver.


  With the room shrinking, there was almost nowhere to go. The forearm thing had given him an idea though, and he engaged the tow cables, reeling himself up into ceiling with his shins tucked up and facing down at the creature.


  Sure enough he was pelted with a number of purple crystal chips, losing a Body point, but the urchin went absolutely bugshit trying to get at him with its spinny maneuver, and took out a lot of the crystals growing out of the floor and walls, pinballing this way and that.


  This gave him another idea.


  He wanted to unload a salvo into the thing, but it was now wobbling back and forth as if drunk, so he dropped from the ceiling and engaged his healing. This was the last of his Vorquethar energy. No more healing for Ash.


  Once he’d finished healing, it stopped being drunk or dizzy, and started toward him once more.


  Like with that other boss, he popped the tow cables to try swinging it around the room, only to have the cables glance off the thing.


  “Shit,” he said. There would be no using the thing’s own momentum to smash it against the walls.


  Instead he went to work, whittling down a section of sharp spines with a series of punches, and used his forearms to block against other spines.


  It was working. In several places, the spines were significantly peeled back, and he could just make out a wriggling body beneath. Would there be enough space for micro-missiles? He thought so.


  When it went into a spinning frenzy this time, he just dove aside several times, but got clipped in the side once.


  The next time it was wobbling around drunkenly, he strafed to one side and unloaded a salvo in its direction. The little missiles scored direct hits on the interior of the creature, and just for good measure, he blasted off another series of missiles.


  Shards of crystal went everywhere. They embedded themselves in the floors, walls and ceiling, and he took one just below the sensors. The nanogel, on its max sensitivity settings, told him he got clipped in the neck.


  A little hedgehog of a thing was revealed, with a hateful face half covered in spiky purple crystals, weakly attempting to get back on its feet.


  Ash gave it no chance, but punched at it again and again with his claws. The whole time, he growled, “Die, die, die!” over and over again.


  The little bastard complied. Rather, he shredded it so much its glowing red purple guts spilled out on the cavern floor.


  Ash loomed over the creature, while all around him crystals half the size of his mech cracked and rained down. The whole cavern rumbled and shook. At the far end of the room, a crystal column large enough to fully encase Waffles fell and crashed through the floor. The result was a new hole in the floor.


  The room wasn’t done though. More and more of the columns broke off, detached from the ceiling or the walls, and smashed their way through the floor. The floor was thin enough that it simply began to give way.


  Everywhere.


  Ash wasn’t fast enough to make it back to the room’s entrance, nor was he fast enough to attach the tow cables, but instead felt the floor disappear beneath him. He plummeted downward, and darkness swallowed him up.


  ***


  He was surprised to find he wasn’t buried in the rubble, but instead now rested on a mountain of broken crystal and collapsed and pulverized rock.


  Achievement: Adaptable


  Through your ability to handle a variety of different situations requiring some quick thinking, you were able to come out on top here.


  Reward: Warp Thrusters, +500 orgmats


  “What the fuck is a Warp Thrusters?” he muttered to himself.


  The answer lay in the chamber he found just beyond the edge of the rubble mountain: a series of broken mechs all in a heap, with the top one sporting enormous thrusters on its back.


  Those immediately detached from the  dead mech and made themselves available to attach to Waffles. He didn’t know how it was done, but it was done. He was asked if he wanted to accept the Warp Thrusters and laughed.


  While they got into position on his mech, he peered around at the glittering cavern he’d found himself in. Just beyond stood a field of those huge, dangerous crystal formations. They disappeared into the dark, hundreds of meters long, far farther than he could manage with a jump. It would be a tricky situation trying to attach to the ceiling with the tow cables, swing, detach, use thrusters, attach again, swing, thrusters again…


  This was clearly a place where he was supposed to use Warp Thrusters.


  Warp Thrusters (Mech Enhancement)


  Using an innovative energy-saving system, the warp thrusters are able to surge your mech forward along a straight line for only two energy each use.


  The mech will travel extreme distances, so long as no obstacles impede your path.


  Another way to use energy up. Not wonderful. However, the ability to fly out into open space was incredible. Now he should be able to launch himself up through the entire mine shaft and only expend two energy doing so.


  He also, and this was quite nice, found a Power Core half buried in the rubble. He wouldn’t have known what he was looking at, except that Waffles explained that the spherical device glowing with blue energy would refill his energy reserves. Since he was under half, he counted this as a serious win. The device was about as big as Waffles, and anchored into the corner of this room, along with some other twisted ruins formerly belonging to the earth military. The floor and walls hadn’t survived the encroachment of crystals, or being buried under tons of rock, but this device had a number of security cannons, plasma cannons by the look, which cut the crystals down and vaporized the rocks in order to keep the Power Core free and functional.


  The device powered him up to full, and seemed to have a lot still left in the tank.


  “Do we know how it works?”


  “It’s a fusion device,” Waffles explained. “It should provide a lot of energy, provided it has a steady diet of inorganic material, similar to what is needed to rebuilt your Body points.”


  He could recall seeing several different abyss style locations along his journey, meaning he would have to backtrack to the Gray Wastes, into Cultivation Station, and even a place he’d noted and dismissed in the Shallows as impossible.


  Well, here went—


  “Ash?” The voice that came over the comms was not from Bynes, or Ashley, or even Evie, which he would’ve expected. No, this one was from Lillia. “I seen the dust devil you kicked up, so I know y’all are down here. Where you at?”


  Ash was, for the moment, struck dumb. He turned to peer up, and found Liberator staring down over the edge of the chasm at him.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked. “How did you find me?”


  “You left a trail of corpses, sugar,” she told him. “All I had to do was use this baby right here.” Here she had the mech raise its hand to the glowing railgun. “And bust through the door to… whatever the hell this room used to be. Holy hell, Ash, yer a force of nature.”


  “Thank you. Now I have to get going.” Mission. He was close, he could feel it.


  “Give me a minute, wouldja?” she asked. “I can come in and have a chat, or we can talk over comms. Don’t make no never mind to me.”


  When he didn’t reply, she jumped down onto the heap of rubble and made an awkward descent toward him.


  If this was a ruse in order to try and get close enough to engage, she was doing an amazing job. Except… it couldn’t be. He didn’t think so, anyway. Liberator would be a ranged attacker first, and getting close to him was inviting trouble.


  He couldn’t figure out what her deal was.


  “Ash, they showed me a spork,” she said.


  “Lillia, I don’t have time for this. There’s a—”


  “Shut yer hole and listen, cowboy,” she said. Ash’s head whipped back as if she’d slapped him out of nowhere. “I wouldn’t have come out here if there weren’t no actual problem, but there is.”


  “Oh… kay…”


  “Those girls back there, the ones you knew from before, they showed me a spork.”


  Ash’s head hurt. A headache sprang to life where nothing had before.


  “They told me there’s some other world out there, where you run a flying ship with magic thingies in the hull to get her aloft, and everybody’s all different species of folk. And you’re the captain of that ship.”


  Ash’s head really, really hurt.


  “And listen, there’s somethin’ to it. I b’lieve em, hear me? I… there’s an old me, doin’ archeology in a university up in Egypt.”


  She did have that rich skin tone that didn’t really sit well with her southern drawl, but he figured USA was a colorful place, and there were muslims all over the country, there were black folks in friggin Alaska most likely, just like there were Asians and Cubanos and all that in Florida. So Texas and Alabama probably had girls who looked like Princess Jasmine out of the Aladdin movie.


  But here she was saying that she was really Egyptian, really doing digging under the sands in Egypt, finding artifacts and such from thousands of years ago. This girl. Lillia, who said y’all and called him cowboy.


  “An’ you used to be from Phoenix,” she said.


  “I…” The headache spread its tentacles up the back of his head and stung him there, radiating pain all over. He was pain sunk into his everywhere from the neck up. So he trailed off and hissed in pain.


  “Yeah,” she said. So… you mind if I come in?”


  He winced. She was likely to tell him something that would light his head like a stick of TNT and blast him into fucking orbit. Then again, she was no real threat to him.


  “Otherwise I can just stay out here, and we can talk this through.”


  He eventually invited her aboard, and she was quick to move between the two mechs. She hustled, on account of lethal radiation being liberally shot out all over the place by various deadly Vorquethar bugs. Back hatch opened, and she got inside the small passenger compartment. Ash, of course, had the steel door shut, the one dividing the cockpit from the passenger compartment, just in case. These Vorquethar wouldn’t show up and get their butts handed to them if they could possess people or mimic them with strange unknown abilities, but it didn’t hurt to take precautions.


  The moment she headed out, he realized what else had happened.


  Railgun attachment (Mech Enhancement)


  Using any inorganic material as a projectile, and a single energy point per attack, the railgun surpasses the micro-missile salvo in terms of range but not damage, while saving on resources. It only fires a single projectile at a time. Works best at medium, high, and extreme ranges.


  The energy takes time to be drawn in, though you will be able to move while charging to fire.


  This was actually incredible. The first thing he did was immediately fire a projectile all the way into the dark distance. After the gun glowed briefly blue, and it hummed with the power consumption, the bullet soared out into the darkness.


  “Okay, okay,” he muttered.


  Worth it. Even if Lillia had somehow been brainwashed by Ashley and Evie, and even if she were here to enact some twisted revenge on behalf of the two of them, there was no real downside to how this was going.


  “We need to talk,” Lillia said. “Like for real. And I guess this is probably gonna be bout as fun as going commando while bull riding.”


  “All right,” he said, though all was not right. He had bugs to eradicate. “So talk.”


  “Could we talk in person?”


  
21- What The Other Girls Got


  Ash felt he could take Lillia in a fight. He slid the partition wall up after ordering Waffles to clamp the gel around her ankles and wrists, effectively pinning her in place.


  “I am unable to harm human beings,” Waffles protested.


  “You don’t need to hurt her, just hold her so she can’t move. My job will be to see if I’m in danger, and harm her if it comes to that.” He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, honestly. He hadn’t known Lillia for so long, and already felt she wasn’t a bad person.


  Waffles agreed that this was sound logic, and hardened the gel into manacles, then receded, leaving short chains to keep her immobilized.


  Ash ignored her midriff showing from a shirt she’d printed from the extruder in her free time, which had a screen printed cowboy on a bucking bronco, in front of a setting sun. He also ignored the daisy dukes and the toned legs, smooth and perfect, all the way down to her cracked and broken in cowboy boots. He certainly ignored the swell of her breasts and the look of smug satisfaction on her face, as though she’d won some kind of contest of wills between them.


  “I’m going to pat you down for weapons,” he told her.


  “Be as thorough as you like, sugar,” she told him, dialing back the smirk a bit.


  Starting with her stetson, he held her defiant stare and frowned at her half smirk. But he found nothing in there, and dropped the hat to the floor of the small room. She shook out her luxurious coppery hair and stared at him with deep green eyes. His eyes roamed over a splash of freckles on her nose and cheeks he hadn’t registered before.


  “Like what you see?”


  He got into her front pockets, which very nearly went too far with her right off the bat. She squirmed in his hands and smiled when he peered into her eyes.


  “That’s all right, hon,” she said, already breathing heavily, “you gotta be concerned for yer safety. Go on, don’t be shy.”


  He had Waffles immobilize her legs and slipped each of her boots off, but found nothing inside them. Her toes were painted teal, though. She wiggled the at him, and he found her smiling at him when he ran a finger up and down the arch of each foot.


  “Y’all probably ought to make sure the underwire in my bra ain’t a piano wire,” she said.


  The hooks of her bra were plain old hooks. The wire of her bra, once he’d hiked up her shirt and gotten a good look at the fabric, was—


  He stared at her exposed nipples. They were softer pink, large and just a few shades darker than the rest of her.


  “Y’all might want to see if there’s any poison in there,” she said, smirking. “Give em a squeeze if ya like and see for yourself.” He ignored her and searched through her hair, then tried his best to ignore the little moan of pleasure she made, along with the breaths washing over his neck and chest.


  “At least take a girl out ta dinner first,” she breathed.


  “I have to take your shorts down,” he told her, but he couldn’t keep is tone businesslike. The lust had crept into his voice. He was enjoying this, and so was she.


  “Whatever you gotta do, sugar.”


  Her bush was coppery blonde, and as soon as he undid the button on her jean shorts it was immediately evident she wasn’t wearing panties. He soon had the tight shorts down a few inches, and an ass cheek in each hand. What was he doing?


  He was practically nose to nose with Lillia.


  “Ya feel that, hon?” she asked breathlessly.


  Ash was starting to feel it. The headache that had put him in such a shit mood was abating. And… something was happening to his mind.


  “What is that?” he whispered.


  “That’s you an’ me about ta get what all the other girls got,” she whispered right back.


  “And what is it the other girls got?”


  But he knew. He was… in the captain’s quarters of a ship, punishing a girl made entirely of lava by spanking her ass, and soon she was begging for him to shove his cock up her backside. He was… wearing priestly robes and Ashley was on her knees in the moonlight, sucking him off, wearing nothing but a medallion for his religion.


  He’d had a religion.


  A goblin was squatting over his erection and her belly was distending with the sheer girth of him and their huge difference in size. The way she was spreading out was obscene.


  He was at dinner with his girls, copies of himself feeling them up and kissing their exposed skin. They were moaning for him. He was taking Rachel at both ends at the same time, holding her by the tail and feeling his cock rubbing against his cock, while he pumped in and out of her.


  What the fuck… he was having sex with a bipedal giant lizard, while an angel girl watched them. He was avoiding the advances of his best friend’s wife, and then he was having a literal orgy as a reward. Surrounded by flesh. He was constantly going at it.


  He was having sex with a water girl. He was having sex… with a fish. A starfish girl, and a fish girl, and an octopus girl. And at one point he was the octopus, or at least the tentacle creature, and he was really giving it to not just one girl.


  “You know what they got,” she said.


  “Yes… I do. And how is it that I know that?”


  But he knew that too. With the divine energy of the cult, he’d created the spork. And now… now she had it.


  “Lillia?” he asked quietly.


  “Yes?” she asked in reply.


  “What… did you do… with the spork?”


  Now, finally, she was blushing. She had previously been a girl who’d taken everything in stride, who’d been up for tattooing his mech, or even selling her sexual services at the bottom of the seller menu. Now, and only now, was she blushing.


  “Wait, don’t tell me,” he said. “The other girls knew I was super paranoid like this, and that the only two I would trust might be you or Bynes.” She nodded, so he plowed on. “So you decided… based on what?”


  Her blush deepened. “I hadn’t… you hadn’t… with me.” The drawl was falling away, as Lillia was becoming whoever she had been before the world collapsed in on itself and tore itself apart.


  “So you thought you’d come in here and seduce me, and that I’d have sex with you?”


  “All I had to do was be in contact with you…”


  “And the best way to do that was hide the spork…” He considered this. “…up your ass?”


  She was blushing down to the tops of her very nice breasts. The sides of her neck were red, and she was smiling awkwardly. 


  “It makes a certain amount of sense, I guess… the longer the exposure to the spork, the more I’d remember everything before the apocalypse. I’d come back to myself if you could keep it from me… maybe you thought I’d find it and in anger snap it in two.” Her quiet, awkward nod was the confirmation he needed. “All right then,” he muttered, “Let’s have it. I don’t want to break it.”


  “It’s all right, sugar,” she told him, and pushed her chest out into his, raking her very hard nipples against his flight suit, and shuddering. “I want you… and your two primary girlfriends got me all worked up talking about your exploits. I can’t believe I got so horny listening to them talk about you and your… your penis.”


  It was cute that she had such a hard time saying the word. It was cute that they’d somehow convinced her to… he found it, and tugged, finding not a plastic spork sticking out of her butt, but instead a wide flared base. They’d convinced her to insert a butt plug in her ass, connected to a plastic bag maybe… no, Evie had extruded the plug around the spork itself.


  She very nearly came from him just touching her backside.


  “Can you… do me a favor?” she panted.


  “What’s that?” he asked.


  “They said… you could do it… really rough.”


  He grinned evilly and keyed in a command for Waffles, to raise the gel up and make a hardened object to bend her over. He pulled her hands back so she had no other support than the gel construct Waffles had crafted. He then raised it so she was up on her toes, arms back, so all the control rested in his hands.


  “Rough is how you want it, huh?” he asked, and waggled the plug around in her butt. It was made of that boring gray extrusion plastic.


  She squeaked, but then regained her composure and nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I have… a fantasy.”


  She started to tell her story while he massaged her bare ass, and ran his hands down the full length of her thighs, and even down her calf muscles. The story of her first debauchery turned him on just as much as her body. She was exquisitely shaped, as you’d expect all video game NPCs to be if they had any chance at being the main character’s romantic interest. He massaged down her ankles and over the bottoms of her feet while she talked.


  She was in college, at the time, and working as a door guard for her dorm building. The dormitory had a curfew you weren’t supposed to bypass. So she sat just beyond the front door and buzzed people in any time of night, no matter how liquored up, no matter how stoned, no matter what. She studied, she read books, and she watched a lot of social media. She also sometimes watched porn with her earphones in.


  It was a solitary job, and a stupid one, which just entailed looking to see that someone had a university ID, and buzz them in, or let them in if they held up a note saying they were headed to such-and-such room, usually to have sex. She didn’t care, and never enforced any of the rules.


  “Why not?” he asked, rubbing over the soles of her feet. The attention to her body made her squirm, and the lack of attention to her pussy clearly frustrated her. She was here to be fucked, not teased.


  “Because the guy who trained me told me nobody ever did anything bad, and anyway the written record existed to let the dorm RA’s know… ugh, fuck.” He was massaging her ass again, pulling her open and smooshing her butt cheeks closed, over and over again.


  “Go on,” he said.


  “Anyway, one night it’s like three in the morning. These four guys come in, it’s snowing, they’re wearing ski masks, it’s not… I’m bored, readin’ a book on my phone, and one of them shows the ID, so of course I buzz ‘em in.”


  They immediately circled her, and pulled their dicks out of their pants. One of the four had a really nice one, and the other three were decent. They told her she could have the night of her life, or she could pass and wonder how it would’ve felt. The one guy said they would start off by eating her out, all four of them, until their jaws got tired. And then she would get fucked, harder and better than any other time in her life.


  Sometimes nobody came in. Sometimes there was a steady trickle. But this was a Monday night, and she had been watching porn. And reading it. And then watching it again.


  “You have condoms?” she asked the four of them.


  Each of them produced a string of condoms and grinned. They knew they had her, and all their boners twitched in anticipation.


  A half hour later she was on her second orgasm, in the lobby, with her lying on one of the large couch cushions and the third guy digging a tongue as far into her as he could, while thumbing her clit over and over. By that time she was sucking the third of four of them off, though none of them wanted to finish anywhere but in her pussy.


  “That sounds insane,” Ash whispered, raking his cock up and down over her bare slit. He was laid fully overtop her, and now had a breast in each hand while continuing to torment her.


  “I’ve never had so many orgasms,” she whimpered.


  “Did you take two of them at once?” he asked, fascinated. Before the apocalypse, he’d never had any more than one girl at a time. The threesome stuff, the idea of a double penetration with him involved, was only ever a distant consideration. Never the possibility of becoming real.


  “I had one of them in my mouth and the other… the other… in there… damnit Ash, put that monster in me. I want it. I need it so bad.”


  Ash wanted to tease her even further, but instead gave her what she begged for. He gave it to her just as hard and as fast as she wanted, slamming down into her and making her throw her head back. A primal groan came surging out of her.


  She’d been ready to be ridden hard and put away wet from the moment she’d stepped into the mech, though she was incredibly tight. As tight as you’d imagine someone who hadn’t gotten laid in the last three or four months.


  But she wanted it hard, so hard she got. All the way out, followed by a full bore thrust all the way back in. Her whole body shivered and shook with the impact, and it sounded like she had the wind knocked out of her.


  “You like that?”


  She couldn’t even reply. Instead she stared up at the ceiling with her mouth open.


  A good five minutes of good hard fucking finally got some sound out of her, when he asked her again. She squeaked once, then again, while taking him ceaselessly. Her fantastic breasts jiggled with each impact.


  “Fuh… fuh… fuh… fuh…” she finally began moaning, in time with each impact. Finally her eyes rolled back in her head and she came, shuddering and shivering and groaning out.


  Ash had not been asked to stop. No, he had specifically been told to give it to her hard. And when it came to sex, Ash was an obliging man. He even had Waffles turn her around, not a simple thing to manage with the cockpit’s gel. With her coppery hair bunched into one fist, he pulled back and pounded away until she came once again. It was a throaty, animalistic moan and shaking body


  Eventually, she managed to say, “St—” several times, and he took that to mean stop. Instead of that, he just slowed down. Long, slow, deep strokes, one after another, never stopping.


  “You’re… like an… animal,” she panted.


  He grinned down at her, loving the way her pussy spasmed on his girth. “You told me you want it hard.”


  “Harder… than I thought. I want… I want… you to cum,” she told him. “You don’t just… just go… forever… do you?”


  “Maybe if you gave me something… else,” he muttered, and pressed his thumb against her backside.


  “Uh I… I’ve never…”


  Those words were music to his ears. She wasn’t saying no, and didn’t once he started. She was tight, and he watched himself disappear up into her back door, bit by well-lubricated bit. She was vocal about how nasty this was, how insane she was for letting a near stranger do this to her, and how much she loved it. She went to work on her clit while he tried like hell not to explode immediately.


  “This is where you want it?” he asked her. This was where she was going to get it if she kept backing her ass up against him. And once he slowly, ever so slowly, expanded her world, he felt it rising. He’d never imagined he was just going to meet gorgeous women and have the chance to fuck them. And not just fuck them, but go straight to anal.


  “You want me to cum in your ass?” he whispered directly in her ear. She wasn’t going to have a choice in about five seconds.


  “Ohhhh,” she groaned, and nodded.


  With one final thrust, one final cry of pained pleasure from her, he let go and exploded within her.


  
22- Oh Shizz


  Crystals and cave flooring crunched underfoot as Ash and Lillia headed back to the Shallows, killing everything that moved. Their mechs had little trouble handling the creatures that they found in the mines, and even less trouble in the Shallows. He was finding that, although this was a video game, going back through the same cavern rooms again and again was actually doing the job of thinning out the creatures here. He was finding fewer of the megasquitoes and armored crawlers, along with the bipedal ones that rushed at him.


  “I can’t believe they put the spork up your butt,” he grunted.


  She laughed, with more than a little embarrassment. “But you can’t blame them.”


  “No, I didn’t say that. I can’t really blame them, but it is still… so Ashley and Evie. Those two are a menace.”


  There was no controlling the two of them, not like he had with Rachel, or even Netsu.


  “How did you enjoy your rough treatment?” he asked.


  “Considering I had a plug up in me for almost two hours before you got to it, I enjoyed it a hell of a lot more than I otherwise would’ve.” She chuckled ruefully. “I can’t believe I told you that story.”


  “I can’t believe you hadn’t let one of them take you anally,” he said.


  “I never even learned their names,” she said.


  They made quick work of all the enemies they came across. It was all punches and salvos, with the occasional railgun test.


  The railgun was amazing. It blew apart basically every unmoving enemy from such a distance that they didn’t even draw aggro. They were just standing there, and then boom, gone.


  When he got into the Frontier Outpost and got the hatch open on Waffles, he experienced another shock of paranoia. One of them was going to steal his mech.


  He ended up putting on extra security, to the extent that Waffles would threaten violence on anyone who tried to get into the cockpit without proof of Ash’s death. Lillia promised that she, Bynes, and Cecilianna would make sure none of the idiot survivors made their way into his mech.


  Rejoining Ashley and Evie in the mess hall, he embraced the two of them, and made his apologies. He then gave Evie the plug, with the spork still inside, grinning at her.


  “Keep it secret,” he told her. “And keep it safe.”


  “Safely nestled in my ass?” she asked him quietly.


  A nod was all the confirmation she needed to set off a series of girlish squealing giggles.


  Soon though, he had them sat down.


  “I need a progress report,” he said.


  Ashley and Evie shared a dark look, full of worry. It was bad news, and that was fine. He could handle bad news. He was himself again; he could handle anything.


  “We’re sorry, Ash.”


  “Rip off the bandage,” he said. “I don’t care what the news is, I need to hear it so we can deal with whatever it is.”


  “Three days ago, the reconnaissance team sent their report, but there was a hiccup,” Evie said. “The leader needed to send the report with his aura seal, whatever that is, and so that meant we needed to remove the nullification amulet he was wearing in order to send it.”


  “Kayle is still imprisoned in her magic ball thing,” Ashley said, pouting like she was about to be punished by a schoolteacher, and was now blabbing on her fellow classmates so she could get off with a slap on the wrist. “So she couldn’t read what kind of magic he put on it, and you weren’t here to do any magic either.”


  The Ashley that he’d known for the last four years was essentially gone, replaced by this person before him, with her ravenous need to be in his good graces. It was pathetic enough to be almost cute.


  Evie took over again, and while she worked, she got components in her hand and was fiddling with them. By the time she finished with this conversation she would have a small fidget cube, with buttons and toggles, which would make sounds and vibrate if you played with it the right way. “We believe the recon squad leader put a false aura seal on, or a clue in the aura seal that his report was bogus and to send along the pacification team right away.”


  “So you think they’ll be here sooner rather than later.”


  They nodded.


  “Great, okay, I mean not great. But okay. Let’s do this.”


  “Rachel and Tinniel are already in the drop ship, with the rest of them.”


  He grinned. “Having… sex?”


  “No, you horn dog!” Evie said, before her face blanched as she reconsidered. “Are they? Would they?”


  It was the only time they would. Ash didn’t bother replying, but simply headed to Waffles, got him going, and packed the two of them into the extra space he had available. It wasn’t for two, but he wasn’t heading into the game as it was.


  “Wait!”


  They turned to find Captain Bynes there, looking distinctly uncomfortable.


  “Is there room for three?”


  “Definitely not.”


  “But there is… another mech.”


  The three of them shared a look.


  “I guess that is true,” he said. “You coming with?”


  “Am I… invited?”


  He grinned. “You do know what being a part of my ship means, right? You spent time here talking with Ashley and Evie, so I assume you know.”


  She nodded sheepishly. “I want off this depressing ass rock.”


  Not five minutes later they were heading back to the very starting zone, with Liberator along behind him.


  Over downed skyscrapers he went, with the aid of his amazing new thrusters. He put them on and blasted forward, the warp thrusters shooting them out into the open in a straight line. Nothing but the single path and a ton of spiky vegetation passed in the distance… except for that.


  “What is that?” he wondered idly, and changed course.


  “What is what?” Ashley asked.


  There was a glint off the path, over the spiky urchin vegetation and over to a small clearing that would’ve otherwise been impossible to get to. Secrets. He didn’t know Metroidvania platformer games very well at all, but he did know that a lot of games had secrets you could access by getting new moves and returning to old zones. He’d experienced it already, but he hadn’t expected to see this kind of thing in the starting zone.


  “Ash!” Bynes called.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “Just testing out the warp thrusters I couldn’t get working before.”


  It was a sea of spiky urchin plants as far as the eye could see, except for one ‘intact’ skyscraper some five or seven stories high, with a small clear spot out in front. He nearly panicked at the timing. He’d need to disengage the thrusters at the exact right moment, or face a series of times taking damage, over and over again, until he reached the main path. He doubted the mech would survive going into auto-save-his-butt mode, where it would hop backwards away from the threat, only to have more threat right there.


  He touched down only a few meters after the spiky vegetation ended.


  “Ash, what the hell is going on?” Bynes whined. “Come back.”


  “Seconded,” Evie and Ashley said from their respective compartments aboard the two mechs.


  “Just… have to…”


  A mech hulk sat there.


  Achievement Unlocked! Seek Out The Remnants


  By backtracking, you begin to see how much resistance the earth military faced during the war, and how much it cost in terms of resources. But some of those resources can be accessed, even after all these years…


  Reward: Shotgun Attack


  This mech’s forearms were enormous. Where Ash’s mech had these thin arms ending in huge fists (and now fists with large claws), this mech’s forearms were that of a seasoned mountain climber. These forearms had short barrels at the apex, so Ash could punch forward and unleash a spread of buckshot, presumably. If it was a single metal slug he’d just revert back to the claws.


  When the dialogue box popped up with the choice for him to take the new enhancement or not, he told the system yes, he very much would like to have the shotgun, whatever it meant.


  Waffles went through the process without the need for Ash to intervene, placing the hands, claws and all, along with the mech’s forearms, on the ground before him. Then it ordered the mech hulk to drop its forearms, and used little nanobots to install them without Ash needing to do anything. Following this, the hands popped off the same way, and the mech automatically reattached the original hands.


  Shotgun Attack (Mech Enhancement)


  In addition to your punch claw attack, you may fire concentrated bursts of projectiles, much like a conventional shotgun, though these materials must be harvested from inorganic material you find along your travels. Without that material, the shotgun begins to require Body points to use.


  Your main weapon damage increases. Your main weapon area of effect increases.


  This. Was. Awesome.


  He tested it out by blasting the hell out of the first urchin plant he came across. It took a number of shots, enough that he was forced to consume one of his own Body points to make the next shot, but he reclaimed enough inorganic matter from the splattered urchin bush that he got several more shots out of the deal.


  The girls were excited to learn he’d gotten an upgrade up here. So there had been a use for coming back to the starting zone after all.


  “No wonder this guy was stranded here and died,” he said. He’d gone off to inspect this building thinking he could blast his way back to the main path with the shotgun, and only got about thirty meters before he ran out of ammo.


  So he too went off to investigate the building, and found a Tactical Module belonging to the wrecked mech. This was called Dashing. So far as he could tell, it used part of his expended energy when using the thrusters to dash. That energy went out ahead of the mech and became a damaging cloud of nanites. It didn’t sound like it was worth the two TacMod nodes, but he would try it out… when he returned.


  From the top of the building, Ash could re-engage the warp thrusters and blast himself back onto the main path. Again, he very nearly took damage trying to land, but landed on the path and stumbled to a stop. He did end up taking the damage after skidding to a stop.


  “Ash!” they both screamed.


  “Huh?”


  “Fuuuuuuck,” Evie groaned. “Stick with us, would you? What the hell just happened?”


  “Found a mech upgrade out in the middle of nowhere. I wouldn’t have bene able to see it if I didn’t have the thruster power to keep me up in the air that long.”


  “Like anesthetic free fuckin’ dentistry,” Evie muttered. “That wasn’t so goddamn hard.”


  “Don’t make me come back there and make you unable to swear,” he said.


  The squeak that came out of her caused both Ashleys to laugh out loud.


  While they went, Ash got the story of what they’d been up to in the last two weeks. Aside from Evie sometimes torturing the rest of them sexually, they were going out and doing a series of Random Encounters together, beating up on monsters of different types, in different environments.


  They had utterly demolished fire elemental bugs with the help of Netsu on fire immune tank duty. Meanwhile they had Evie and Tinniel pelting them with water and ice elemental attacks from afar, and Mizu healing up every time she was splashed with that kind of element. They struggled through a series of fast-moving cat-like creatures in a swamp area, though Mizu could skate on water. Once Evie slowed them down enough, their ranged attackers were no longer under a huge threat, and could dish out the damage. They also took on enormous, hard-hitting giants, who took sneak attack after sneak attack from Rachel. And these were only the three most recent and memorable ones.


  They’d done a dungeon full of oozes and skeletons, and oozes using bones as projectiles. They’d shoot the bones toward the party and try to drop on the team from above.


  They’d done a desert area with worm creatures that created sand vortexes. With the aid of their wingpacks and the ship they could stay above the surface and pelt down damage, though Netsu had once again made a swan dive into a damaged worm’s mouth to try finishing it off from within.


  They’d taken on an island dominated by a cyclops with nearly impenetrable skin and surrounded by a race of goblins worshipping it as a god. It hadn’t lasted long once Rachel had its eye out.


  In all cases, the star of the show had been Ashley. Not only was she keeping people alive with the heals, she was getting good at it. She now had circles of protection that she could cast beneath their feet, which would provide a little resistance, or larger circles of protection they would fight inside, which offered a lot of resistance. Her job at all times was to monitor the health of all their team members, and if she couldn’t dish out healing to Mizu or Netsu, to call for help from Tinniel or Evie. Both of their ranged attackers could put together an elemental shot that could heal up their naiadic and volcashic if the situation demanded.


  Ashley was slowly becoming the lifeblood of the team.


  Of course, the other girls knew their jobs and did them well.


  The twins were their primary melee combatants. Mizu’s job was to intercept anyone attempting to get to Ashley or Evie, and attack quickly from the front or flanks. Netsu’s job was to stand there and absorb damage, then dish it back out with her hammer. She could do so only with a lot of healing (or lighting a fire under her ass) so she needed Ashley’s attention often.


  Tinniel flitted here and there, and rained down arrows on their opponents from the safety of distance or from the air. She was also very fragile, being the least experienced member of the team.


  Evie had a different type of sniper shot for every occasion, but needed the security and time to set those shots up. She could deal close range damage in the form of a rotating barrel pistol, which she only used in extreme circumstances.


  And Rachel was the coup de grace. Most creatures had a weak spot, and Rachel could find it. She would warp in directly behind a monster and stab it directly in the spine, or testicles, or in the case of golems, their magical instruction worksheets. Her job was to know how to strike at any given target. If it could bleed, she would make it bleed. But if it was incorporeal or made entirely of bones? She had that covered with a specific knife. Lightning elemental creatures? She had an enchanted cage somewhere in her inventory that did the trick. Being a rogue gave her a much larger inventory than the rest of them, and she made it happen with versatility and deception.


  So they’d plowed through swarms of tiny rodents that made little dark magic pulses between their long ears. And they’d destroyed a gigantic steampunk turtle golem with a spiked shell that exploded outwards and retracted, with a pool of blue destructive magic beneath for anyone stupid enough to dive in. And then they’d slowly slunk through a trap-filled ancient castle and dungeon beneath. The furniture had come to life, and eventually they’d discovered the floating magic rose beneath a glass case.


  “We smashed the fuck out of it,” Evie said.


  “And first we killed the gigantic beast that appeared in the rose room, before we got to the flower,” Ashley added.


  It had been a week of adventuring. They’d escorted a caravan of refugees fleeing the destruction of their village. They’d killed off a clutch of harpies. They’d put Wind Runner into submarine mode and went hunting these things that were like an eel crossed with a rat king, with dozens of mouths.


  “Anyway we leveled up a lot,” Ashley said.


  They’d reached the drop ship point, and a magnetic t-shaped device clamped onto Waffles, then wrapped clamps around the shoulders. Soon they were zipping up into the sky and listening to a lot of chatter coming from the ship’s comms.


  “And more importantly we started to really work on our teamwork,” Evie said. “Got in some good fights where we started to understand what the fuck we’re doing, and how to get our shit in order when shit starts going sideways.”


  “Mmm,” he said.


  They climbed down from the two mechs and gathered near the foot of Waffles. 


  “And we missed conquering this big old monster of yours,” Ashley said, and grabbed his crotch. “Momma missed her daddy’s big fat cock.”


  “You are so flippin’ dirty,” Evie breathed, watching in rapt fascination while Ashley released the beast and took it in hand. Bynes too stood transfixed by the display, already beginning to turn red.


  Stuffing his half-hard cock into her mouth, she made smiling eye contact with Evie as she drifted over, hugging Ash around the back and slipping her fingers around the base. Ashley’s lips slid lower and lower, until they closed around Evie’s encircling fingers.


  This is the scene everyone got when the access doors opened to reveal the whole crew.


  “Surp—” It was all gasps from there.


  “Oh shizz, I forgot about that part,” Evie muttered.


  
23- The Best Way To Level


  He’d forgotten, until after having sex with half the girls on the ship, that he was supposed to be leveling up his classes and throwing more and more points into his skills and attributes.


  First, they just put on a show. Ashley sure hadn’t been about to stop doing what she was doing, even as Rachel took them up in the drop ship and north towards the shimmering magic line of demarcation between this platformer world and the Spellcraft world. That elevator feeling didn’t stop her mouth from pumping back and forth, coating him in saliva. Ashley had been full on into the blowjob she was giving out, moaning and eyes closed, listening to him grunt and groan with pleasure. Eventually she captured one of his hands and put it on the back of her head. Threading his fingers into her hair encouraged her not to stop.


  “She’s been talking nonstop about how she wanted you in her mouth,” Evie told him quietly, while down below Ashley lashed the underside with her tongue, and licked Evie’s fingers encircling the base of his cock.


  Bynes just gaped, eyes growing cloudy with lust and anticipation.


  The moment they crossed over the line, Ashley’s body once again shrank into the half nellwyn half elf she was in Spellcraft, and began violently choking. After all, Ash grew by half a foot and became far more girthy. Soon enough though, Supercasanova kicked in, and gave him complete control over his body’s compatibility with any of his partners’ bodies. This let him stay the exact right size necessary to choke Ashley on the full deepthroat, only just.


  “Fuuuuuuck that feels good,” he muttered.


  “I bet it would feel even better if the two of us were giving you a pickle tickle at the same time,” Evie breathed.


  Bynes had changed as well, becoming a gorgeous angel-looking creature with fluffy wings the color of fresh snow, silvery hair, and completely silver eyes. Her skin had gone a darker coppery color that both contrasted with the silver and glowed with a slight metallic sheen. Bynes now had a filmy gown of thin silvery material that matched her hair and eyes, with spaghetti straps and tons of cleavage over her sizable breasts, and a slit up one thigh almost to the hip. The whole ensemble was as Bynes as it could get.


  Bynes was panting and watching the action, pressing her breasts together with her hands clutched between her thighs. The brazen action had her immobile, mute, and oblivious to anything else going on.


  She would get her turn.


  He turned, kissed Evie, and chuckled. He still couldn’t get over her inability to swear once they started fooling around.


  “Go on then,” he whispered. “Tickle my pickle.”


  She blushed and circled him. Her very short nellwyn body made her ideal for sucking him off like this; she only needed to bend a smidgen before getting her mouth on him also.


  From there, it was sloppy blowjob time. Grunts, groans, and the slurping and sucking and kissing sounds were it. Mizu, Netsu, Tinniel, Aria, and the ship’s mascot Seffie were all just standing there with mouths agape, staring at him. He realized it was perhaps the first time they had all been involved at the same time. No sneaking around, no privacy, no happening upon him with one of them, just all of them watching. Bynes would have lost her mind immediately, from the shame of it. Ashley acted like this was the most natural thing in the world.


  Just as he could feel himself boiling towards the inevitable, he used the magic words. Elysium had Ashley shuddering with ecstasy and climaxing. The magic word with Evie was He finished with a shout and sprayed both she and Evie at the same time. While the notifications came in about the results of his sex acts, he bent and whispered his thanks to the dazed couple, who were just now scooping his seed off their faces to get it in their mouths.


  “Ladies, this is Captain Clarian Bynes,” he said, and held out a hand. Bynes, in her angelic form, stepped gracefully over toward him and took his hand. “She has been a companion of mine down in the system where I’ve been trapped. I hope you’ll welcome her in.”


  With that, he turned and gave her a lingering, tongue-filled kiss that just about had her to the point of orgasm. A long time passed before they broke away. She sank to the ground slowly, in a daze, and stared up at him, but the question—who are you? or What did you do to me?—never came. She just continued looking halfway drunk and halfway to orgasm.


  Ashley, Evie, Tinniel and Seffie crowded around her, talking excitedly. As for the other three, they each wanted their slice of Ash as soon as they could.


  “We spoke,” Aria said, grinning up at him and pulling her apron down to accentuate the cleavage. He knew what she needed. Though her goblin frame was no bigger than Evie’s, she was a hundred percent cushiony curves, and wasn’t wearing much beneath that apron. “The twins agreed I could go first.”


  Although he’d already had a turn with Ashley and Evie, he took his turn with Aria in the galley. She fed him while they got intimate. First she slid vegetable-infused breadsticks into his mouth one after another. Then she made sure he licked the grease off her fingers, grinning down at him from where she stood on the countertop. Afterwards, she climbed into his lap and stroked him back to life.


  “We’ve missed you,” she muttered, “so much.”


  “I missed you too,” he said.


  “That so? You miss this old bag hounding after a young thing like you so shamelessly?”


  “You’re far too perky and spry to be an old bag, and even if you are fifty-something, you still get me plenty hard. Look.”


  “I don’t have to look,” she muttered. “I feel it.”


  She sat on it, stuffing that big tool of his deep inside her and bouncing up and down on it while he sat on the barstool, grinning down at her. She grinned right back.


  She grinned up at him. “I can’t believe my life is better now. After the apocalypse. Tending bar. Green skin, big old ears. Sharp ass teeth. Insatiable lust for this.”


  She looked down at the mammoth appendage spearing up into her. Then, the outline of the head as it bulged her tummy outward in an obscene display that could only happen in a world of magic.


  “Can you believe…” she trailed off. She rose, and slowly impaled herself on him again. And the bulge appeared yet again.


  “I can’t believe how lucky I am,” he told her.


  “How lucky you are?” She looked to be on the verge of laughter. Instead her eyes rolled back into her head with the sensations overwhelming her, and she came, hard.


  Afterwards she switched up and gave him a slow and prolonged titjob. She lubricated him fully by taking his full length and full girth down her throat somehow. Goblins were just built like that, amazingly. That a tiny green woman could take his full unaltered length and girth… she coughed several times and went right back to the job, grinning at him.


  “Half the time we just talk about having you inside us,” she said. “Rachel, and Mizu, and Evie, and Ashley. Even Tinniel, she comes for late night snacks, you know fae have to eat a lot of sugar, she comes and talks about how it feels when you look at us like this, this intensity, that tiny smile. That one, darling.” She slurped the head of his cock and swirled it with a very long tongue. “She really wants you to pin her to the bed and make her feel totally helpless, did you know that?”


  Ash just about came from the stimulation and the mental image. Instead Aria wanted to scoop his seed out of her, so he rammed in real deep, made her climax yet again, and unloaded all the way.


  From there he sought out the twins. Rachel had the ship nearing its destination already when he found them in the captain’s quarters.


  Netsu was standing there waiting for him.


  “You’re alone?” she asked in a tone heavy with meaning… and lust.


  He closed the door behind him. When he looked back at her, her ‘clothes’ had melted down into her body and left her with the perfect nude form, glowing magma and fire in the shape of her curvy, compact body. She was already shifting between feet, rubbing her thighs together.


  “You look delicious,” he said. For the first time, he wanted to see what her volcashic body tasted like. He realized that with all the drama, he’d never properly gotten between those powerful thighs and gone down on her.


  “Where’s Miz?” he asked.


  Two watery hands slid around from behind Netsu’s body and caressed her sides, down over where her bush would be. They went up Netsu’s trim tummy and ended by cupping her breasts. Netsu’s arms were raised and she sighed.


  “We’ve been practicing, Ash,” Mizu said from behind her sister.


  While she tweaked and twisted the large black nipples Netsu had, made of volcanic rock, two more watery hands appeared at her hips. They slid slowly down to the juncture of Netsu’s thighs and pulled. Netsu immediately shifted her stance to give Mizu access.


  “I can do this,” Mizu said, “with practice, and concentration.”


  One hand held Netsu’s lower lips open, and the other hand dipped a finger inside. Another two limbs appeared, sliding up and down Netsu’s stomach.


  “That is so hot,” he muttered.


  For her part, Netsu began to glow hotter and hotter. Ash could feel the heat from the doorway. Grabbing the medallion out of his inventory that allowed him to withstand the damage she would ordinarily cause him on contact, he slipped it on and approached.


  “Ash, we’ve missed you,” Netsu whispered.


  “Have you?”


  “Mizu keeps… doing things to me.”


  “What kinds of things?”


  Two watery fingers were already inside her, and another watery finger was strumming at her clit. Up above, two more were rubbing her stomach sensually, and the last two flicked and pinched at Netsu’s nipples.


  “She does this,” Netsu said. “She asked… ugh… she asked Evie to tie me up… and… and then she tortured me, Ash. She used her whole fist on me.”


  “I told her it was training so she could take you inside her,” Mizu explained. Two more blue green hands now slid up Netsu’s yellow-hot body and up her neck and throat, caressing her jaw, her ears, her cheeks. Netsu’s head fell back. She moaned, long and low and tortured.


  “She wouldn’t let me cum,” Netsu complained. “Not once.”


  Ash was as hard as he’d ever been, and his body automatically changed into diamond hard obsidian when he neared the scene before him.


  “Is that so?” he asked.


  “She didn’t deserve it,” Mizu replied.


  “I’ve been so go—” She cut off when Ash fell to his knees and began licking at her. Her word came out strangled, and she immediately began bucking. She came, hard. And instantly. Her knees shook and buckled, and now Mizu’s hands held her up rather than played with her.


  “Hey!” Mizu said.


  He had Mizu on the floor and on her back not two minutes later, writhing and squirming as he ate her out. Netsu helped, licking and caressing her nipples until she too came, hard.


  He could not have been more pleased to see the two of them not just playing nice, but playing around with one another. They were willing to go into sixty-nine, which delighted him. Not only were they pleasuring one another, but he could switch back and forth between having sex with them both. That meant his body changed composition any time he pulled out of Netsu, changing to a watery material to pound away at Mizu. They came fast, too. Like this, they went only a few minutes before having powerful orgasms. Supercasanova poured out the pleasure and they lapped up every drop of it.


  Netsu, by this point, was glowing nearly white hot. Mizu’s body was clear cerulean waters, a mood indicator and a good one.


  He gave them his all, using the code words to trigger their Harem’s Emblem chokers, which gave them doubly intense orgasms, or simply had them orgasm out of nowhere. He used the word ‘punishment’ twice, and used his word with Mizu twice, ‘slickness’.


  And when he came, it was almost identical to the situation with Evie and Ashley. Both of them with tongues outstretched, ready to lap it up. God but he wished he had a phone to record this.


  This was the life. He could’ve simply forgotten all about it when he was down below in the caves, with Waffles.


  He had Waffles join them on the captain’s bed, where he was snuggling with Mizu and Netsu. He had hands all over him, he had a pup to pet, radiation comforting heat and laying on their legs, he had two legs draped over him, and he had heads snuggled into his shoulders.


  “Thank you, Ash,” Netsu mumbled. For the first time since meeting her, months ago, he had not chosen to take her anally. She was literally, right this moment, not holding her trim female form, but instead slowly melting into a puddle of lava with a vaguely humanoid shape.


  “Yes, thank you,” Mizu also mumbled exhaustedly.


  “I lo…” Netsu froze in the middle of saying the words.


  All three of them stopped in the middle of gentle petting and turned to look at her. Her eyes were wide, as if she were staring at herself internally, processing what she’d just said.


  “You don’t love him,” Mizu said. “How could you? He’s done nothing but punish you.”


  “I… love him,” Netsu said, “because he punished me.” She turned to him now. “And I hope you punish me going forward, especially if I do something stupid and terrible. I love you, Ash.” Her face broke into a wide, dopey grin. “Oh… oh my gods. I love you, Ash.”


  He caressed her face, “I love you too, my glutton for punishment.”


  He’d said the magic word for her Harem’s Emblem, causing her eyes to roll back in her head and a look of bliss to come over her.


  A watery hand grabbed his face and turned it toward Mizu. “I love you too!”


  “You don’t have to—” Netsu began, but Mizu cut her off.


  “Shut up, I love him.” She took what amounted to a deep breath for a naiadic, with her whole body rippling. “I will do anything for you, Ash. If you want me to… if you want to do my ass, you can. I’ll change into whatever species you want.”


  “I like you the way you are, Miz,” he told her.


  “I’d die for you, if you told me to.”


  Now it was time for them to stare, only it was at Mizu.


  “Mizu,” Netsu breathed, and when she reached for her sister, Mizu pulled away.


  “Hey, listen,” Ash told Mizu, “that’s enough of that. Nobody’s killing themselves for me. And this isn’t a competition. Netsu has a lot of emotion tied up in trying to be a better person, which I probably accelerated by punishing her so hard, so often. She has tried really hard.”


  He felt Netsu nodding into his shoulder.


  “And you haven’t needed me to help correct your life choices like she has. You’re both precious to me, just like Ashley, just like Evie, just like—”


  “Just like your catgirl slave?” Mizu asked, and giggled.


  Mizu calmed down, and Ash wasn’t surprised to see the notification for Relationship points only included Netsu. The depth of feeling he was getting from Mizu wasn’t quite what he got from her sister. He had indeed leveled up with Netsu, over the 100 Relationship points mark.


  And speaking of, it was time to level up.


  Ash had far more xp from Master of Haremonies than he imagined.


  First, he had Relationship rewards. For the first time since Ashley, he had a profession of love, even if Netsu had stopped in the middle of doing the professing. When Ashley had said the words, it had been worth 25,000 points.


  It was now worth double that.


  *Sex with love: 50,000 xp +2 double rare reward cards tied to your classes, +1 ultra rare reward card tied to your classes*


  Kink xps were no joke. When he cultivated a new kink and exploited it, the rewards were far higher than just bedding one of his wonderful women.


  It appeared that Captain Clarian Bynes was quite the kinky little minx, and those kink xps didn’t let up when he was doing new and exploratory sex moves. Between her public display and having Lillia watch and listen to them go at it, he had just over 350,000 xp. He’d also accumulated a slew of reward cards. Given that Master of Haremonies was a much higher rarity than before, he grabbed up a lot of Bard and Sorcerer specific cards, along with ones he guessed were for Bynes, if she ever made it to the Spellcraft game system. It turned out she was classed as a knight, the tankiest of classes.


  He was also getting kink xp from Mizu and Netsu, for developing whatever it was they were developing. He didn’t want to say it out loud, on the off chance he broke his brain or their burgeoning relationship with one another.


  A quarter of a million was an unthinkable sum to the Ash who had started down this path several months ago. Now though, it was simply a lot. With this, he would buy ten levels in Master.


  He goggled. That would put him right at the precipice of Grandmaster in both of his classes… or put him over Grandmaster in one of his classes.


  “Are you doing this?” he breathed to himself.


  
24- Doing This


  He was indeed doing this.


  He went to work, spending and spending. The first choice was perhaps the most important: Bard or Sorcerer? If he hit Grandmaster in either one, it would mean some kind of jump in power. He needed that.


  He was now leaning towards Bard, since he’d done so much seducing and fornicating, but the danger was on its way, so perhaps he needed the raw magic of the void from Sorcerer to help repel the clean up crew from the Esotericum. If they weren’t on their way between realities, they would be soon.


  On the other hand, all of his xp came from messing around. This could speed up his natural progression somehow, or make him more alluring. He had been using a lot of non-combat abilities to stop or slow combat from happening, isolating individuals before the inevitable fight began, which allowed the girls to do their thing.


  Bard it was.


  He went with the first 125,000 to finish off Master levels, and then for the first time it took 100,000 for a single level. In the past, getting to Amateur 1 had only cost the Basic level xp amount… until now. Now the first level of Grandmaster was four levels of Master. It was worth a thousand levels of Amateur.


  “Fuuuuuuuuuck,” he muttered, then reconsidered. Then, because he’d gone all in so often before, he decided going  all in was the way he was going to do things.


  Congratulations! You have become a Grandmaster Bard.


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


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


  New for GrandMaster players:


  *Master players may increase the maximum number of cards from 60 to 70.


  *Grandmaster players are far more likely to shape events. Your Reputation rewards of Good or Evil are increased further, up to 200% of their original values.


  *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 Bard list here


  *Leveling up now takes longer! You will need 100,000 experience points to level to Grandmaster. There are also Milestone Quests that will need to be undertaken in order to reach the following Grandmaster level.


  *More difficult challenges award more xp, as you know.


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


  He knew all this, although he was now worried about whatever Milestone Quests meant. If there were 50 levels of Grandmaster, and he had to finish up a Milestone Quest for each level, it meant there would be no rocketing through the Grandmaster levels. That made sense, though it grated on him. Against this oncoming threat, he needed as many levels as he could get.


  Milestone Quest: Bard


  A bard is a lover, not a fighter. You need to spread the love bards are so famous for in order to qualify to reach the next level.


  Okay what the hell? No specifics, no reward. Fine, assuming access to Grandmaster level 2 was the reward, then the quest’s requirement was probably to have sex. The words ‘spread the love’ probably meant what he thought they meant.


  He was not, however, thrilled with the text immediately following the quest…


  Note: the magic saturation level is not yet high enough to allow you to advance beyond Grandmaster level one. Unify the system in order to level up beyond Grandmaster level one.


  Shit. He was going to have to defeat the mech system in order to do this. He felt like it was imperative to get above Grandmaster level 1 to take on the upcoming Esotericum challenges.


  Now, looking at his character sheet, he saw that he had 10 attribute points, and 15 skill points. Just one would take him from a Diamonds skill of Legend 99 and possibly into whatever was next.


  He did so, and reached level 100 in Diamonds. Another skill point that way gave him Mythic level 1.


  “Okay,” he breathed. “Okay. Okay okay okay. That’s good. Mythic.”


  It had taken a simply staggering amount of levels and skill points to reach this. He had neglected basically everything else to get here, and that was bad. For now, Mythic was where it was going to stay.


  He then looked at the xp requirements to get to the next levels in his other skills. He had been doing enough Hearts and Wands checks in training to nearly level those up. It only took several thousand of his free xp to level those up… but they leveled just once.


  He looked at the Diamonds skill to see what the contrast was going to be, but froze. Where the experience point requirement should’ve been was now three question marks.


  Experience points to Mythic level 2: ???


  It had been a million for each level of Legend. What would it be now? Ten million? Twenty-five million? More?


  “Don’t worry about that,” he muttered. All he knew was there was no way in hell he would do luck checks and end up with a higher Diamonds or Lucky stat.


  Better spellcasting power, or an even more insane level of luck?


  He dumped the rest into Diamonds and pressed confirm. Now, with 10 attribute points, he dumped all of them into Lucky. He had decided diving headfirst into this abyss was the way to go, and he wasn’t backing out now. This pushed him out of Grandmaster in his first attribute and into Legend.


  Ash Phoenix


  Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 20, Bard, Grandmaster level 1


  Good: 222/350


  Reputation: 5


  Boons:


  Wish (Sorcerer)


  Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)


  Subtle Expertise (Bard)


  Versatile Hero (Master)


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


  Limitless Source (Sorcerer)


  The Gift of Gab (Bard)


  Lucky You (Bard)


  Attributes:


  Attuned- (Master level 15)


  Charming- (Master level 15)


  Clever- (Expert level 4)


  Fierce- (Expert level 2)


  Lucky- (Legend 2)


  Quick- (Expert level 4)


  Sly- (Expert level 2)


  Tough- (Expert level 6)


  Skills:


  Arcana (Expert level 1)


  Coins (Expert level 4)


  Cups (Expert level 10)


  Staves (Expert level 9)


  Swords (Expert level 3)


  Wands (Master level 9)


  Diamonds (Mythic level 14)


  Spades (Expert level 2)


  Hearts (Master level 1)


  Clubs (Expert level 2)


  Special Achievement: Myth


  You have reached the Mythic tier in one of your skills. This is quite a feat… are you certain you haven’t neglected your other skills? You will be granted the following boon.


  *If The Devil’s Own Luck is in your discard pile, it automatically activates for you after one minute.


  Ash got up and went to visit Rachel. His catgirl slave, as Mizu had called her. He hadn’t seen her so far, which he already regretted. He’d spent too much time already getting his level up nonsense in order. They probably should’ve just brought the whole party up above decks for the inevitable sex fest.


  If the look on Rachel’s face hadn’t told that story immediately, the torrential rain splattering all over her and the deck sure did. The moment he climbed the stairs and nearly had his clothes blown off by the wind convinced him, and the next moment her miserable face came into view doubly convinced him.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said.


  “What?” she shouted. “I can’t hear you over the howling wind and the yawning chasm of abandonment!”


  “I’m really sorry!” he yelled.


  “Why are you yelling at me?” she demanded. She knew she was being unreasonable, and he knew it, but both of them knew she was upset enough that reasonable didn’t enter into the equation. She didn’t know what he’d been through, and didn’t care. She was firmly focused on the misery she was currently feeling, and damn the consequences.


  “Go get some rest,” he said, one hand on the wheel. “Head down—”


  “Not. On. Your. Life,” she hissed. “My job is to steer the ship. In the driving rain. While Master frolics sexually with all his preferred girls. Especially the new one, or was it new ones?”


  Oof, the venom coming out of her was a bit much.


  “Pet—”


  “Don’t pet me,” she snapped, “and don’t you use the magic word to make me cum.” She pointed one claw at the choker around her neck. “I will take this thing off, throw it overboard, and leave this ship.”


  He backed off with hands raised, as though she were pointing a gun at him. If stares could kill he would have a hole in his chest a good foot in diameter.


  “I want to make this up—”


  “Later,” she snapped. “Just… I don’t want to look at you. Not now.”


  There was no way to tell if she had tears running down her face, what with the rain soaking everything above decks.




***

Ash consoled himself with disconsolate belly rubs to Waffles. He joined Seffie, who looked at him curiously.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s fine,” he said. “There’s a magic hit squad I have to somehow handle, there’s a final system that I need to conquer, and now drama on the ship.”

Waffles would’ve given him face licks, should have actually, but for some reason didn’t get up and tackle him to the floor with tail wagging.

“You too?” he asked.

When Waffles just panted with tongue lolling, Ash muttered something about him being a traitor too and stalked off. Ash’s mood had soured, but he could probably reclaim it.

The ship hadn’t had a brig until the girls bought the upgrade to Wind Runner and had it magically spring into being. Now it was a magical prison with actual steel bars, though these were the least secure part of the whole thing. Runes were etched into every inch of the bars, the door, the lock, and all throughout the wooden boards. The three figures sat in their own automatically generated magic circles. Those circles glowed, too, with a sullen orange light. The filaments of magic light, tiny streamers all connected to make chains, seemed fuzzy and furry. They constantly shifted a tiny bit, making them look like fuzzy little lightning bolts.

Ash’s Staves and his level was high enough that he could identify them. First, Tayliss, the brown and green skinned elf, was a Wizard. A Master level 12 Wizard, to be precise, with Rogue Expert level 7 just under it. The felinian female who despised him with every laser beam glare was a Wizard, Master level 15, while she was also a Cleric, Expert level 9. The leader of the expedition, the dwarf, was also a Wizard, this one Master level 16, and Knight at Master level 3.

As always, if he wanted more in-depth information supplied by the Staves skill he needed to increase his skill level, or his Clever attribute. The write up indicated he might get a specialty out of them, or a hit point and mana pool total, or a rough idea of what their action decks might look like, but he wasn’t interested, not yet.

He was surprised to learn that all of them were below him in level, and pretty far below him. That said, they were low level Esotericum flunkies who were tasked with keeping themselves out of view and out of combat. Without Kayle Jai, Ash wouldn’t have known these three existed.

As for the next wave of opposition they were about to face, the hit squad was definitely going to be higher level, and that meant he’d need to ambush them. Or lure them into a trap, or hit them where they were weakest. All three would be nice.

“So you three have names,” he told them, “and I’m sure my fellow crew members know them, but I don’t. You’ll introduce yourselves, pretty please with a cherry on top, and a thank you afterwards. Tayliss I think I remember.”

The painfully thin elf gulped and twitched as if already struck.

“So who are you?” he inquired of the felinian next. He rather liked the way she had grayish skin with dots of black camouflage patterning, and absolutely loved the lynx-like cat ears ending in tufts of fur. She also had those hypnotic cat eyes, amber in color against her gray and mottled black skin. At least, he would’ve liked them a lot more if she didn’t sneer at him like she was something gross stuck to the bottom of her boot that needed scraping off.

“Tara,” she said, grudgingly. She seemed to have a cat-like attitude about her as well: dismissive, superior, and ready to knock you off a surface to watch you fall down. 

Ash kept his tone equally unimpressed. “You just have a plain old earth name.”

“It’s not my fault your reality has echoes of the Foremost.”

“Explain Foremost,” he said, intrigued.

She did, though she did so curtly and without a lot of details. The Foremost was the Esotericum’s base reality in the multiverse. All other realities bowed to the Foremost. All other realities were splinters of the Foremost. This gave them what amounted to a mandate to plunder any other reality they chose. All other realities were considered nothing next to the Foremost, and their resources were the only things that mattered.

“Meaning my reality is just a field of wheat to be cut down with a scythe?” he asked.

“So you understand,” she said. You’d think she was wearing a cape and holding a scepter rather than chained on her knees with her hands securely planted on the floor.

“You do understand that your people have murdered billions of my people, right?”

“The Foremost has needs,” she said. “And billions are nothing next to the trillions and trillions kept safe in the thousands of advanced realities throughout all of the multiverse.”

The way she said advanced made it sound like earth was nothing more than a plot of farmland being tilled and watered by hand, rather than a planet who had reached out to the stars and sent robots to neighboring planets.

“So let’s say I go into this Foremost and start laying waste to your home world, and kill off some… I don’t know, six billion of your people. You completely understand because I consider my reality foremost among all others?”

She scoffed. “That’s not even remotely similar. And I would be amazed if you could even destroy a handful of our people before the Esotericum came down on you like a fist out of the heavens to crush you like an insect.”

He waved a dismissive hand. There was no getting through to this one, and he wasn’t about to try. But because he was curious.

“Why isn’t even remotely similar? Indulge me, since I have the upper hand in this situation and your death happens at any time, based entirely on my say-so.”

“The great pillars of the Esotericum,” she said, as if that explained everything. After more coaxing, she sighed, and then, as if speaking to a child, she explained. “The great pillars are the bulwark of reality. They hold at bay all the worst horrors imaginable. Should they fail and fall, the entirety of the multiverse would be invaded by things you cannot possibly comprehend.”

“I feel like I can comprehend quite a lot, but we’ll leave it there.” He assumed, again, that ‘things he could not possibly comprehend’ included Hounds of Tyndalos and Azathoths, your shoggoths and Nyarlathoteps and goats in the woods with a thousand young, and other many-mouthed, many-eyed, many-tentacled things out of the minds of cosmic horror writers from over a hundred years ago.

He advanced to Tayliss. “You’ve been the most cooperative, and most likely to tell me the truth, so I’ll ask you this: have you ever peeked into the realities kept at bay by the great pillars of the Foremost?”

Tayliss the elf, rail thin and with skin in gradations of green and brown, stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

“No one peeks beyond the great pillars,” he said in a tone so reverent it reeked of indoctrination.

“So you just have faith in something you can’t interact with whatsoever?” Ash asked.

“That which lies beyond the great pillars of the Foremost are deadly even to name,” Tara said imperiously.

“I’m done with you,” he said without turning to her. “Open your mouth again and you’ll head to whatever afterlife you believe in.”

She didn’t so much pale as deflate, shrinking down into her magic prison circle. Still, she muttered something under her breath he couldn’t catch.

“You’re last,” he said, ignoring Tara and moving on to the dwarf. “Name, rank and serial number.”


25- You’re Going To Be Someone’s Job

Hetwidge was his name, and Ash stopped listening there. His last name could’ve been Knifeswallower or Bumblefuck, but Hetwidge was as far as he got because there was too much going on, and too little time. Plus, Hetwidge was just a fun name to say.

“Okay, Mr. Widge,” he said.

“Hetwidge, it’s my first name,” the dwarf said.

“Don’t interrupt me,” Ash replied. “You’re the leader of this recon squad and the primarily hit taker, it appears. As leader, you have access to information that they don’t. You’re also likely to be the one taking most of the torture if and when we move to that phase. So, Mr. Widge, spew helpful information and we can avoid any unpleasantness.”

He glared at Ash, and Ash figured at this time he wasn’t going to get anything of value out of the stubborn and obstinate Hetwidge.

“Last chance?” Ash asked.

It was Ash and the whole remaining population of earth, or this tool. He didn’t like it, but he had a hard choice to make. And, since he’d already made some of those hard choices, this one wasn’t so hard.

A number of auras and buffs flared to life around him, causing Tayliss to gasp in surprise and Tara’s cat eyes to widen. He swept several spells together, and aimed the upgraded version of Arcane Lance (Eldritch Harpoon) directly through the dwarf’s chest once, twice, and three times. Then he activated Voidform and grabbed him by the head.

Voidform

Ultra Rare, Special Ability (transmutation)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He imagined that Tayliss and Tara watched as he blasted forward with three purple magic energy blasts, then immediately followed that by becoming a starry black nothing, and reaching forward to take their boss by the head. What happened was that blood gushed out of every orifice in Hetwidge’s head: his ears, eyes, nose and mouth all gushed at the same time. After a good ten seconds of exposure, he cried out. After thirty seconds of exposure, he just flat out died.

Although Tayliss and Tara were willing to talk afterwards, they didn’t have anything of importance to offer. He left them jabbering to try to impress him, so save their own lives. Tayliss had been an easy nut to crack, but he was surprised at the speed of Tara’s breakage. She went from glaring at him to blathering about the office where they worked, the reports they got about the missing initial squad of mages who were supposed to convert the planet and the rest of the reality into usable material for the Esotericum, where she’d gone to magic academy, how she’d washed out of the higher echelon training regimens due to low testing scores, and how she’d fallen into the assignment as a bit of a political hit job against her family line.

“The tests,” she said, “the proctors are all biased. They’ve been paid off by the other Esotericum higher echelon noble lines. They sabotaged me. I could’ve been—”

“I don’t care,” he said. This information did nothing for his chances at taking on the hit squad that would be arriving.

“Please,” she begged. “Please don’t kill me. I’m nothing. I’m a nobody. Fifth born. My family wouldn’t put up a ransom for me anyway.”

A whole lot of false bravado had gone right out the window when Hetwidge died, and that was essentially what Ash had wanted.

“Be quiet,” he said, and she fell silent.

He got down on his haunches to stare them right in the eyes.

“I need to know how we spot the squad you’ve signaled. We need to set an ambush for them, or be able to detect them as they arrive.”

“We are strictly forbidden from assisting local efforts to deflect, deny, or destroy the incoming team,” Tayliss said, as though he was reciting it straight out of the handbook.

“Why would you help me? Because you’re not leaving this planet. No matter what happens, you’re here with us.”

Kayle had explained all about the Esotericum’s playbook over this kind of situation, which was rare but not unheard of. After all, the Esotericum would show up in various different realities that weren’t magical enough and warp their makeup, destroying all life on those planets before packing everything together up and carting it back to this Foremost reality.

The next step, if the initial team failed, was to dispatch the recon squad to find out what happened. Usually, like with earth, what happened was the natives fought back somehow. In some rarer cases, the hated foes of the Esotericum, those nameless and formless entities from beyond time and space were already in place to kill off the initial team.

In both cases, the recon squad’s job was simply to report back and get a clean up crew out to the location to either do what the initial crew couldn’t, or to kill off the Cyclopean or Non-Euclidean entity, then convert the reality as initially decreed. So the clean up crew was composed of one to two combat-ready members, and three to five conversion style wizards, the kind Kayle Jai had taken on at the beginning of this whole nightmare.

The team coming, the clean up unit, would simply try to liquefy the whole planet and melt it down into usable bits like the first place had. When Ash and his team arrived to stop them from doing that, they’d have to take on the combat units. At least. They needed to handle one or two very powerful combat-ready assholes while the mages tried to destroy the whole planet.

It wasn’t really a fight Ash was looking forward to.

“Listen,” Tara said, “I can get you and your people granted clemency. We can make sure you know how to apply for asylum and get it. We can make sure you get to the Foremost, and then you can join the ranks of the working class. You could probably make decent enough Esotericum reconnaissance units, or bureaucrats… there must be something. You could be void divers.”

“I sure do want to know what that means, but I’ll hazard a guess… let’s see. Do they jump through the thing at the top of those magic pillars and go after the evil Cthulhu monsters?”

She stared at him. “How—”

“You seem to think your reality is the only one worth anything, but people outside your dumb Foremost reality have brains, Tara. They can make educated guesses based on context.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not having this conversation.”

He waved at Tayliss, then her. “There’s no negotiation here. We’re not unshackling you. There’s no escape. If this planet dies, you die. The clean up crew dives back into the Foremost, and you’re part of the soupy nonsense they use as building blocks. If they make a wall, part of that wall is going to be Tara and Tayliss, got it?”

They looked positively horrified.

He felt like shaking these idiots. Had no one ever considered basic compassion? Was that not a thing where they were from?

“Anyway think on it. I’ll post a guard here in case you think of any information that could be useful.”

“Wait,” Tayliss said.

He took a deep breath. “Make this worth my time.”

“I think I know how you can pinpoint their location.”

Ash smiled.

***

Evie sat across from Tayliss and Tara, fiddling with several pieces of metal, some bits of crystal, occasionally swapping out tools he didn’t have names for. Sure, some of them were screwdrivers or pliers, but a few others tweaked the colors of gemstones or the liquids inside little vials. Some of them filled the glass back in if the placement of runes wasn’t right. Another one etched the runes into a surface. This one looked a bit like an orrery, a model solar system, except you placed the thing to be etched into the center, and the rotating arms telescoped in and out. They had little rising and falling bits attached to what looked like tiny welding torches of various different colors.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re sure this aura resonance thing is real and you’re not just wasting our time?”

Tara rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you provincial philistines don’t even know—”

“That’s quite enough of that,” he said sternly.

Her mouth snapped shut, and for a while all the girls just watched Evie work. The hissing, buzzing sound of the tiny mechanism was constantly interrupted by the clink and soft swearing Evie was doing.

“Listen, I can’t tell if she’s done it right just by the runes. I need to feel the flow of magic—” Her mouth snapped closed one more time at Ash’s dark look. “Look, we got off on the wrong foot, okay?”

“How is it you speak English like an earthling?” he asked.

Tayliss took over, here. “The first thing we do is go into and save the records left by the old society and use skills and spells to familiarize ourselves with the local language. Usually the system unifies language for us, so what you’re speaking now is what we would call common. But with the old records, we get your history, your language, and an unhealthy amount of something called memes.”

Ash couldn’t disagree with that. Earth had too many memes for sure. Old, pre-apocalypse earth anyway.

“You just reach back into the history, before the apocalypse?”

Tayliss went on. “In an event like this, all the history and records are all still there. You didn’t start losing your identities and have the system replace them with character-specific backstories until a good month into the process. But now it’s a fast process. You using belief energy to convert an object back into its true self saved your life, honestly.”

Netsu turned to Evie. “How long will this take? I’d much rather have some time with Ash, if we’re going to be killed off by an inter dimensional planetary hit squad.”

“Just… about… done…” she muttered, and showed the thing to Tayliss.

“I will only know if it works if I am unshackled,” he said, and looked to Ash with an embarrassed shrug. He clearly didn’t want to be set free, and that was confirmed with a Staves (Clever) partial success. It told him that Tayliss wasn’t lying, though there was a lot more going on in his mind that Ash couldn’t figure out with the check he’d made.

The device itself was the size of a chemist’s vial, but constructed like a totem pole. Different layers stacked one on top of another could be twisted and reoriented. Each of the layers had a different number of faces, and were made of various materials.

“Do we unshackle him?” Tinniel asked. “I don’t—”

The device shot up into the air, oriented itself, its little layer pieces spinning and glowing. The runes on each of the faces glowed with different inner light: orange, blue, yellow, white blue, lavender. Lights shot out of it that created a number of different holograms.

Ash breathed out a shaky breath, looking at what emerged.

One was the earth, most of it anyway. There was a large Africa-shaped hole in the hologram’s map where Spellcraft didn’t hold sway, and so therefore it was just the fog of war. The map came out in a green color, with darker bands of green showing the continents, and a teal for all the water. Mostly, they were correct, but in certain places (the Caribbean, and the Great Lakes) things were very wrong.

Those places didn’t matter—right now anyway—as much as the pink glitter. As the hologram expanded to fill the hold down here, the pink pinpricks became tiny and yet oversized people. Smaller brown bits symbolized vehicles, many of them sky ships, but others stranger land transportation.

Purple fog coalesced as well, spreading out in various areas.

“What’s the purple?” Ash asked. The pink were people. No problem there.

“That should be collection points for magic,” Tayliss said. “It’s still pretty early in the magical conversion of your world, and the existing magic level of your world was perilously low, so it’s taking a while to form ley lines.”

“Lee lines?” Ashley asked, in a hushed tone.

“Lines of magical convergence,” Tara explained, again as if she were speaking to an unruly student. “I am aware of conspiracy theorists who plot out the locations of what seem to be far more than coincidences. The pyramids that line up when draw a line on a map, in Egypt and Mexico and elsewhere.”

The ley lines weren’t yet finished forming, though they could already see the one that should’ve hit Egypt disappear into the fog of war. It was the cleanest of the lines.

“There are also wells of magic,” Tara said. “We are talking about places where magic bubbles up from where it resides underground, to form spawn points, haunted swamps or forests, large naturally occurring dungeons, et cetera.”

“I think you should’ve killed her,” Netsu said, drawing a sharp look from Tara. “I don’t think I can handle this much arrogance and patronizing. We left our parents for a reason.”

Tara’s mouth snapped closed.

“So the purple is magic, great,” Ashley said. “Let’s move on. The yellow… what is happening with the yellow?”

Tiny yellow threads were stretching between the pink slivers, while others connected a pink person hologram to a blue white sliver. Some of the yellow threads stretched halfway across the world. A few of them snapped and disappeared as they watched. New ones formed, directly into some of the purple magic. When one of the pink people was snuffed out, all the yellow threads snapped and disappeared as well.

“Quest lines, I’d guess,” Ash said. “Making the blue white flames people also, but NPC people.”

“Correct,” Tayliss said, and threw Tara a look. Tara’s eyes fell to the floor and remained there, despite the light show happening and expanding out into them.

And then, somewhere in the midst of all this captivating and overwhelming hologram, a deeper blue bit flickered here and there. It was there and gone in half a second sometimes, making you wonder if you were hallucinating. It was easy enough to believe; Ash had pressed his palms to his eyes for long enough that he hallucinated checkerboard patterns for almost a minute afterwards.

“Is that… Guide?” he asked.

“Hang on, what?” Evie asked.

“You know, the blue guy who’s constantly glitching out and making you wonder if all of reality is going to collapse in on itself if he doesn’t handle his shit?”

Ashley’s face told him all he needed to know: they either hadn’t been visited by Guide, or their version of Guide was different.

“The tutorial Guide you mean?” Ashley asked.

“Uh… yeah.”

“The gorgeous and ethereal angel lady with the clear skin, glowing eyes, and the super perky—”

“You mean the bald dude with the tattoo of the snake on his dome,” Evie said.

“Huh,” Ash said, thinking out loud more than anything. He turned to the two recon personnel members. “Tell us about Guide.”

“I’m not certain what the others saw upon entering the Systerium,” Tayliss said, “but the Guide is a Jinn of the highest order. Its mandate is to ease the transition into Systerium when we induct new realities.”

“You are in such deep trouble,” Tara muttered.

“We’re going to die anyway,” Tayliss said. “On the tiny chance they can defeat the cleanup crew, and then the secondary recon team, followed by handling the legion of battle mages, the Esotericum inducts this reality and adds them to the hall of records.”

“And then we get prosecuted as terrorists,” Tara shot back, “and get assigned onto a void diver team. Then you get your soul slowly extracted by some dark unnamed horror in a contaminated reality, and everyone forgets you ever existed.”

“There’s a chance we can disappear you from the Esotericum’s radar,” Ash said. “Good things happen to those who help us.”

Netsu was pacing by this point, impatient to actually act rather than talk.

Tara chewed on this but shook her head ruefully.

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with. The Esotericum isn’t some angered king and his noble lineage, or some furious slighted warlord. You’re talking about a massive administrative body composed of millions and millions of functionaries. You’re not going to be somebody’s quest, you’re going to be a job. And sure it may take them time, but they’ll be just like your law enforcement agencies here on earth. They will have you, and you will fall before them.”

“That’s enough out of you,” Ash said. She had been broken and promising anything he wanted, but that hadn’t lasted very long at all. “Okay, are these colors random? Why yellow? Why pink?”

“Yellow is for relationships and bonds. Gold is thought to symbolize how the peoples of different realities relate to one another. We used to use different colors for different types of relationships, but the newest devices make it simpler. It was always a huge mess to—”

“Pink then,” Ash said, impatient to get on with it.

“The pink is aura resonance,” Tayliss said. “The higher pink, more towards red, the more powerful they are.”

“It’s a magical cerebro,” Evie muttered.

“There’s no way to pinpoint exact names, levels, powers, classes, anything like that,” Tayliss went on, “but you should—”

“Aren’t those six individuals very, very red?” Mizu asked, pointing.

Ash swore.

They were already here.


26- Void Sphere

Ash was certain that not only was he not powerful enough to handle the cleanup team, but the girls were lower level than him and were a hundred percent not capable of handling the cleanup team.

But they weren’t being given much of a choice. The Esotericum team was going to strip mine the planet for raw materials and damn the consequences.

Rachel’s voice came down through the intercom system. Ash wasn’t certain there had been an intercom system before now. “We are on our way, Captain. ETA is three hours.” Had she bought it just to drive home the point that she was on the ship and he needed to not forget about her? To push that guilt dagger a little further in, and give it a nice little twist afterwards? Ash thought so.

“What are we doing?” Ashley asked. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m thinking,” he said.

With the cleanup team being higher level than them in every respect, he could only count on them being insufficient in every single respect. Rachel couldn’t be counted on to be able to sneak up on them. Ashley couldn’t heal better than the team. Neither Tinniel nor Evie could outshoot them. Netsu couldn’t tank as well as they would need, nor could Mizu dish out the needed damage. They were wholly inadequate to the task.

The only things he had on them were his Diamonds and his Lucky, and…

He found Evie studying the hologram created by the device, which was still hovering in the air down below decks.

“Kayle Jai,” he said.

The tiny woman in the glass orb looked from the device to Ash.

“You have been oddly silent… for a long time.”

“I wasn’t asked any questions.”

Ash frowned.

“You didn’t wish to take my advice,” she said. “I thought it wiser to keep my advice, my knowledge, and my ideas to myself.”

“Ah,” he said. She was pulling a Rachel and sulking, but more passive aggressively. “Assuming I’d like to get you free now… would you have the tools to help take on this cleanup crew?”

“I can… assist, yes.”

“How do we get you free?”

“You’d need some high level cards.” He stared at her until she got the idea that he had high level cards. “Like secret rare rarity.”

She looked around at the others to see if they were suitably impressed with the rarity, then turned an incredulous look Ash’s way.

“What kind of cards did you see during my battle with the Esotericum?”

Ashley produced a stack of cards, many of which had the tell-tale orange glimmering border of masterpieces, or the platinum sheen of holo-foil mythics. Still, everyone around Kayle continued to stare at her like they weren’t impressed with her name drops.

“You’d need to attack the prison with a high level attack or a high level dispel. And the only way you’d be able to do it at your level would be consumables, like a summon or scroll.”

Ashley began throwing hyper rares, secret rares, masterpieces and mythics off the stack of high level cards, and passing the others around. Kayle pressed her hands against the inside of the glass ball and tried to get an idea of the power Ashley was throwing away. 

“What the…” Kayle said.

“We have a problem,” Evie said.

“We have a whole raft of problems,” Ash replied. “Pick one.”

“A new problem,” Evie replied. “The strong aura spikes are headed our way.”

Shit shit shit.

“All right, people, we’re going to talk tactics,” Ash said. “I’m sure the one or two hunters are going to try keeping us occupied while the four wizards can take apart our back line. Tinniel, you’re mobile, so stay mobile. You want to arrow their weakest or whoever I freeze up.”

Tinniel nodded, eyes wide and face bleak.

“Evie, you can Ashley are going to be Mizu and Rachel’s problem. The two of them need to keep the team off you two. You also have to call shots.”

“Got it,” Ashley said, flicking hyper expensive cards off the pile again and again. She handed one card to Evie, then another one, and continued just tossing the others aside, while Waffles whuffed, tail wagging like it was playtime. He caught several out of the air and made them vanish into Ash’s inventory. Seffie giggled like all this was good fun.

“Waffles is the ace in the hole,” he said. “He’s going to stick with Evie and Ashley. Hopefully they don’t know how Familiars work, and if I have to I’ll have him blast out some retorts. Also the auras should work through him if push comes to a big ugly battle.”

“What about you?” Mizu asked, and wrapped herself around his

He blinked several times. “If I can, I’ll keep us out of combat and disable them with high social rolls and my Bard abilities. Any of them that are disabled can take punishment off Evie and Tinniel.”

“What about me?” Bynes asked.

Ash stopped, frowning. He’d actually forgotten she was on the ship. With all that had already happened, with the Rachel stuff and now the Kayle Jai thing, he’d neglected her entirely.

“You’re… a Knight.”

She was already Expert 10 and right on the verge of Master.

“That makes you secondary tank behind Netsu.” Okay, okay. They could do this. “If you stick close to Ashley and Evie, you can help insulate them from harm.”

“I got it,” Ashley said.

She handed him the card.

Arcane Expulsion

Secret Rare, Spell (Abjuration), Consumable

A violent burst of anti-magic cancels out effects in a large area. You may choose the activation point within 60 meters of your position.

Active: All magic effects within 30 meters are negated. All mana pools are reduced by 100,000. The expulsion creates a Void Sphere for 1 minute. This card is destroyed once used.

Requires: Caster Master level 1 or higher, Attuned Master level 1 or higher.

Void Sphere

Secret Rare, Construct (elemental, void)

Akin to a black hole, this sphere consumes magic, reduces magic effects, and creates a space where magic may not enter.

“Holy…” Evie said.

“…shit,” Ashley finished for her.

***

Ash sailed up in his wingpack and hovered, waiting for the team to arrive. There were six of them, and they were in Spellcraft races and class costumes. Two of them were fae, another one was an air elemental, the kind that owned the magic shop and tried to trap Ash in a device in order to threaten him and grab out all his cards. They were called Sylphaen he thought.

The other three had personal flight devices: two flying carpets and one cloud he sat on, like a bad guy from a video game.

Unfortunately he couldn’t pick out the combat specialist or specialists. All of them had wizard robes on, but wizards were pretty OP at higher levels. They could power word kill you, or turn you into a shrubbery or make you sleep for a hundred years. And those were just a couple of the very high level spells Ashley had tossed aside earlier.

“Hey!” he called. “Heyyyyy! Hold up!”

It surprised him that they stopped, first of all. He thought they would just dispense with formalities and go right on the attack.

They did, however, surround him.

“This was ill-advised,” the sylphaen said. “You are one of the strongest aura signatures we’ve come across.”

“I lucked into a great way to score experience,” he said.

“You’ll be the representative of this pathetic reality then? Is that what we’re to understand?”

Ash would’ve loved to smash a fist into that cloudy face just to see how it felt and what would happen. Would he create little eddies of mist, or would he connect with its actual face? He really despised the kind of casual dismissal. Reminded him of his old boss.

Instead he put on all his charm and wit, and summoned up reserves of patience, and smiled at them.

“I’m hoping we can conduct business without bloodshed,” he said.

“If you’re here and you know our mission, then you know that’s not possible.”

“What if I told you—“

“No,” one of the ones on the magic carpet said. “No, absolutely not. You’re not going to sway us. We have been charged by the Esotericum, and that precludes any and all witless arguments you may have considered.”

“I have smart arguments, actually,” he said, and grinned. “Did you know there are a good dozen systems that used to exist down on that planet, and they’re mostly all a pretty fun time?”

Some looks were exchanged. “Are you… trying to coax us into treating your planet like a theme park?” The sylphaen asked.

“Absolutely! You could bum around building a crab shack, direct armies of aliens, drive a Formula One race car, you could make a team for Gallantir and enjoy running the circuits, killing opponents over and over again. It could be fun.”

The Hearts (Charming) succeeded with at least one of these people, because the look he got from the guy on the cloud softened considerably. If Kayle Jai was to be believed, he was an overworked and underpaid drone, a small cog in a very large system.

“There’s no way to convince you to abandon the Esotericum and just report this planet destroyed? There are some other planets without people and you could have one of those.”

The sylphaen rolled his eyes. “Those other planets haven’t been primed for magic, you shit stain. Now step aside and bear witness to the destruction of all you have ever known, to serve the greater good of the Esotericum.”

“Are you the combat specialist? Because I gotta tell you, you look pretty underwhelming for someone who’s supposed be good at fighting.”

This check failed, meaning this sylphaen was pretty good at his resistance to social checks.

“White flag,” he said. If he boosted his social skill with his action deck cards, they would be able to detect that, and they’d know he was deliberately trying to sabotage their efforts instead of trying to convince them with reason.

“You don’t understand how this works,” the flying carpet sitter said. “We don’t do this job, we’re fired. And fired people go into combat in realities with cosmic horrors.”

“Or… hear me out… you just don’t go back to the Esotericum.”

Several looks were shared, before all of them burst out laughing. All but one.

Well, he wasn’t going to convince them in a group like this, and there wasn’t any time to divide and conquer.

“I don’t want to do this,” he said.

“You do anything and we cut you apart, provincial,” a new one said. This was one of the fae and looked… a little less soft than fae normally did. It wasn’t much, and it wasn’t macho, manly, or dangerous looking. But it was there.

This was most likely their combat specialist, or one of two. Which was good to know, because Ash drifted another few meters away from the group and targeted the spell he’d been readying.

Then cast it.

To their credit, the team was faster than him. The combat specialist had a spell shooting force projectiles at him the moment he retracted his wings and made up his mind to cast the spell. All three magic missiles hit him and dealt damage, but not nearly enough to kill him outright.

By that point he was falling, and dropping the ball with Kayle Jai up into the sky towards the Arcane Expulsion.

The spell created a sound, a deep thrumming bass that sucked his soul right out of his body. It was one of the worst feelings he’d ever felt in his life.

The sound accompanied the feeling of his mana getting completely sucked out of his body. It was awful. Actually, worse than awful. He went gray, and when he came to, he was falling towards the earth, fast. Worse, the wingpack had been destroyed by the pulse of anti-magic and the magical construct that popped into existence in the wake of him casting the spell. The vials of magical concoction that kept his wingpack aloft had imploded, and their contents nullified.

The team was falling around him, as well.

“Okay,” he muttered, hating the feeling of being without mana. It was so alien, so wrong. He concentrated on his Prismatic Harmonious Cape and hoped against hope Overflowing would work.

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.

Except… the cape wasn’t around his shoulders like it had been just a second ago. Instead he saw a dull grayed out card floating nearby with the picture of the cape on it. Well, that answered that question. Much as he might hate the situation, the item card was still a thing of magic, and he’d just canceled out all the magic in the area.

He had already started regenerating mana from zero, and the completely wrong, empty feeling gnawing at his soul slowly began to abate. The utter certainty that he was falling to his death replaced it.

He produced the mana potion from his inventory, only to find it, too, had suffered the same fate as his mana pool and the vials on the wingpack. It now had a restoration total of zero mana. Instead of a glowing blue liquid like paint, it had gone a dull gray in color.

Well, if it was any consolation, all the mana potions the others had were fucked as well. And also, Kayle Jai had been super annoying, and she was in the same boat as him.

“Heh,” he muttered, then twisted around to get a look at how things were shaking out.

As he’d hoped, the Wind Runner was getting into position. Now directly beneath him, he saw a lot of tiny concerned faces craning their necks to see him. Except Tinniel, who was zipping up.

“Come on, come on, come on,” he muttered.

His mana had ticked up just a smidgen. And a smidgen more. Still not enough to cast his Improved Telekinesis.

Tinniel came up next to him, moth wings buzzing.

“Tough-looking fae,” he managed, and shot past her. He didn’t wait to see what she was or wasn’t able to do with that information. Hopefully she filled the asshole with so many arrows he looked like a hedgehog.

A moment later, the little icon for a few of his spells lit up. He had just enough mana regenerated to cast them. Twisting in the air, he cast Improved Telekinesis a few seconds later, and ripped the sylphaen down, into the top of the mast, impaling him.

And a moment before he smashed into the deck, he used Voidform.

Right before Ash went through the upper deck, he saw the tell-tale flash of Tinniel’s Ranger magic producing arrows, and the explosions they were causing. Another explosion happened, the sniper shot color he couldn’t see blasting another of the falling targets. It would be the mana draining shot, to keep them falling to their deaths.

The deck guns blared to life the moment he hit—and then passed through—the deck. They were under orders not to kill Kayle Jai, but he would accept some collateral damage in the event she didn’t make it. Not that he was actively rooting for the deck guns to get her, but… well…

Ash was through the ship and out the other side a second later. Another few seconds later, he had enough mana to cast yet another Improved Telekinesis. This time, he slowed to a halt, and then floated up onto the ship’s decking.

“You did it!” Bynes shouted. He got to see her big, grinning face for just a second before he collapsed from mana burn. 

“Oh! Oh, Ashley, do, oh! Heal him up!”

In the next few minutes, he saw the deck guns take out two of the six cleanup crew with explosive shot. Evie took out two of the others, and Tinniel took one of them down, relentlessly pouring arrows into him until she had to pull out of her dive to keep from becoming desert pizza.

The last one plummeted all the way to the desert floor, all his mana blasted out by Evie’s mana draining shot. He bounced entirely too high.


27- After The Fall

Two of them actually survived the fall, the gunning, the mana loss, and all that. Barely. One hit the deck of the Wind Runner and crushed her body against the decking on the aft castle. Rachel told him later that the woman looked up at him, vomited blood all over herself, and did nothing other than say a single word. She then failed to do anything other than struggle to breathe.

Apparently that word was ‘fuck,’ and Ash completely understood.

He caught a glare from Rachel as he stumbled up on deck and oversee the final moments of one of the two survivors.

“I can apologize again if you like,” he told her.

She just turned away and muttered something under her breath. With that apology kind of done with, he hunkered down and turned his attention to his… fourth prisoner.

“This is my planet,” he hissed at the dying woman. “You greasy fuckwads don’t get to turn it into soup.”

The dying woman rolled her eyes and focused on him. She was healing, slowly. Ash gestured behind himself, and Rachel seemed to read his mind. This time she didn’t give him any sass. Instead she sank a knife down into the woman’s shoulder. He frowned at the shriek of pain the Esotericum agent managed, but it wasn’t out of any feeling for her predicament. He wasn’t really worried about getting the blood on his boots either. He was worried a little bit about ‘becoming that which you were meant to destroy’ or whatever bullshit themes came out of a lot of books nowadays. He didn’t particularly want to be villainous, but saving the world was dirty work.

“I don’t have any compassion or sympathy for you people. Yeah, you people. I’ll say it. Your whole trundling administrative apparatus and its dispassionate teams can all kiss my sweaty somewhat gray ass.”

The woman’s mouth worked open and closed once, but no more words came out.

“You have one chance to save your life. My beautiful rogueish associate can tell how many Full Revives you have on your person, and that number is…”

“Zero,” Rachel said, in that same bored voice he didn’t like to hear.

“Oof, you might have had a Partial, and it probably triggered the moment you slapped down on the decking here. That’s unfortunate. Anyway back to that. Want to save your life?”

“You…” the woman managed.

“Yup. Me.”

“Your world…”

“Do go on.”

“…is. Fucking. Doomed. Peasant. Just. A. Soft. Drink. For the… Esotericum.”

He shrugged. “Okey doke.”

He killed her and went after the other survivor.

The other one must’ve been the tank of the party, because she survived the bounce against the desert hard pan. She even managed to get up and swing around her sword and shield a couple of times before being brought down by Tinniel and Evie.

“Shame you couldn’t give us any info before we killed you,” he told her corpse.

“Killed her twice,” Evie said.

“Twice,” he agreed.

They got back aboard, where he found Aria waiting for him.

“Hey hon,” she said. “Ashley said you might wanna see what condition the teeny tiny mage was in.”

“Tell he I’ll be down there as soon as I can.”

The sky was darkening again, and Ash had no wish to repeat the mistake he’d made the day before. He headed up to the aft castle and caught Rachel in a huge bear hug before she could respond, pull away, slap him, or teleport through shadows to evade him.

“You did a masterful job,” he whispered to her.

She sobbed into his shoulder.

***

He set Seffie on the ship’s wheel until they reached the next town, which was hilarious  because the adorable little kobold couldn’t even reach the top of the wheel, let alone see over it. Luckily it was a straight shot, and the other girls kept coming to check on her. They loved Seffie, and he could see why.

That allowed him to head into town with Rachel and take her on an impromptu little date.

“What are you doing?” She asked, looking at the hedge animals and the impressive architecture, or the floating ships out here in the place where Portugal used to be.

“I’m taking my pretty pet out on a little date. I’m allowed to do that, right? As an apology and to make up for the mistake from before.”

“You already apologized,” she told him, but still squeezed his bicep and forearm every time she got excited, which was often. Her amazement came from the filigree on one ship, the mosaic tiles on another, and the Art Nuveau style of the others. It was like the Gaudi cathedral or those Paris subway entrances had been stripped for parts and those parts were turned into flying ships. The mosaic ones were even better, because some of them were early Roman or Byzantine designs, while others were early Islamic designs from mosques. Instead of wooden hulls they were simply coated in colorful ceramic tiles. And those were only the ships.

The town itself was on a floating island in the middle of the biggest sinkhole Ash had ever seen. A good ten kilometers across had just ceased to exist, a donut of negative space with the donut hole being the magi-tech fantasy town.

As a result the whole thing rose up, and up, and up. It was like the apocalypse had figured out you could add floors in the middle of buildings, and that gravity didn’t matter when adding on wings, turrets or balconies.

Bridges spanned the spaces between all the buildings in ways that made zero sense. Some of them met up in strange central spaces set up as markets, with even more bridges sprouting off like spokes on a bike’s wheel, or even staircases leading who-knew-where.

He and Rachel immediately hired a guide.

“Can you believe this place?” she breathed.

“Actually as far as this world goes, even this places is pretty wonky. It’s awesome, to be honest.”

The only access to the town was a series of heavily guarded sky ship landing platforms, or a single terrifying plank bridge one had to cross over the course of like an hour, with nothing below you except the yawning maw of black death.

“Did you see that?” She chortled, her face brightening.

A tiny fae had just faerie dusted a mechanical being that seemed a bit like a rhinoceros, and the golem creature was now slowly floating upward into the air while the fae and his swarm watched on, laughing.

“We have to save this,” Rachel said.

“You’re right. And I know.”

“Tell me about the new girl,” she said.

“I was hoping to just make this little jaunt about you and I. I got some reward cards for a Rogue,” he said quietly. “Also just wanted to ask how you’ve been the week or so I was gone.”

She smiled. “Evie used her device on us once… and that was the only time.”

“What happened?” He asked. He hadn’t known the thing Evie had set up would work in the Spellcraft world. The tentacle thing was created in the Gallantir game system place, but like a lot of other things, it just re-skinned once it converted from Gallantir over to Spellcraft.

“She woke up handcuffed in the brig next to the Esotericum dickheads,” she said, grinning.

“Did Pet have a role in that?”

She giggled girlishly, and her ear twitched.  “Netsu and Mizu weren’t pleased about being tied up, even if Evie didn’t do anything to them. Tinniel was really unhappy too.”

This lightness gladdened him. He was most pleased that her surly attitude had fallen away.

“They asked you to do it, didn’t they?”

The sly smile he got in return was all the confirmation he needed.

“It was like a heist,” she said. “Needed to do it quiet-like so Evie wouldn’t trip her tentacle monster ship addition. And I had to detangle her from Ashley. They slept together the whole time you were gone.”

“That’s… kind of nice I guess.”

“Evie made a pillow about your size and they cuddled it every chance they got.”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course they did.”

He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. You’d think she was going to spontaneously combust the way she lit up. Her other hand stayed firmly attached to his bicep, squeezing it lightly and almost constantly.

“Now… let’s see if we can’t give Pet an evening to remember.”

Her eyes lit up with promise. “You don’t have to—”

“Pfff. What’s the use of having this kind of power and money if I can’t abuse it once in a while?”

With that, he threw on The Devil’s Own Luck.

“You’ll never believe how difficult it was to get a reservation,” someone said, passing by.

“Oh, I’ll believe it,” her cephellian companion said. “I’ve been wanting to see this performance for months. How is it they never have any tickets available?”

“How come they never have tickets available, and there are no private booths, is the correct question,” the companion half asked and half said.

The first one started to speak, when they suddenly froze and the first one started fluttering their hands. Panic hit immediately. “What? What is it?”

Ash was going to administer the Heimlich maneuver when he caught a shout and looked up to see a barrel he could fit inside hurtling towards them from on high. Not thinking, he shoved the two companions forward and leapt backwards. The second one got as far as ‘hey!’ before the barrel smashed onto the ground and blasted them with a slightly magical liquor of some kind, amber in color and smelling highly alcoholic. The one who’d been choking spit out a large wad of something she’d been chewing, and stared at Ash.

As one, they all peered upwards at the concerned faces goggling down at them. And at the pulley system that had suddenly given way and broken, now hanging limply with shattered beam.

“Oh! Oh my gods! I am so sorry!” the person called down.

“No injuries… I don’t think,” Ash called back, then stepped over the wreckage to offer a hand up to the not-injured couple.

The two of them shared a look with one another, a long look. It was clear they were at least lovers, if not married. Probably lovers if that look was to be believed.

“You could’ve been killed,” the man breathed.

“You could’ve been killed,” she breathed right back.

“I’m so glad you’re alive,” he told her, and took her hand.

“I’m so glade you’re alive,” she answered right back, simply. Still staring.

“We need to go home now,” the man said. “And… have… a talk. A long talk.”

“A long talk,” the woman said. It was abundantly clear that they were not going to talk, the way they couldn’t break eye contact. They were practically having sex just by the way they were staring so intently. He would’ve bet she was getting wet just from the intensity of the eye contact. And he knew the man was getting hard because Rachel told him so later.

“Take these tickets,” the man told Ash. Then to his girl, “Is it okay if we don’t see the show tonight?”

She seemed both relieved and a bit disappointed, but the disappointment was just for show. “I know you really wanted to see this. We’ve been planning—”

“I want to be with you far more. Plus, I’m sopping wet with liquor.”

“Take these tickets,” the man said, and pressed a handshake onto Ash. Two ticket-shaped glowing tattoos flared to life on his forearm, along with directions on how to get to the theater, a small glowing arrow like the Quest arrow, with the distance to the theater already listed.

“Thank you,” the woman said, already in the midst of walking off towards an inevitable shower and sex session. “Thank you so much.”

“Welcome!” Rachel called, waving. Then, disappointment came to her as well, as she peered down at her wet skin, socks, and shoes.

“This performance starts in two hours,” he said. “I’ll get you cleaned up and fed before that happens.”

Her facial expression was priceless.

“You don’t have to,” she said. “We don’t have to go. It’s not important anymore.”

She was clearly ramping up toward her own arousal. He could see the lust in her eyes and it was glorious. After the situation before, he was relieved to see her good spirits return.

He took her hands in his. “I’m about to shamelessly spend a whole lot of gold on you, because we’re going to a highly regarded theater experience. And if you’re interested in making a spectacle, we can do that.”

Bynes would shrivel and die from jealousy.

“A spectacle?” she asked. “What—“

He was already dragging her towards the nearest tavern.

They bathed first, or rather he bathed her. He stripped her clothes off slowly, making sure to keep her the center of his attention at all times. Sometimes he would murmur in appreciation. She looked so fucking good. She was gorgeous, obviously, but even more gorgeous with clothes off. He lathered up the soaps and scented oils, rubbed her whole body, and rinsed her.

“I’m halfway to orgasm already,” she told him. “Let’s just—“

She went to grab at his pants, but he stepped back and away. “The payoff will be worth it,” he told her. “Just wait a while longer.”

He also bathed, and let her bathe him until she started spending an inordinate amount of time lathering up his midsection, and ensuring that his member was standing proud, tall, and exceedingly clean. After that he ordered her back, and a very disappointed Rachel watched him finish washing, then dressing with hooded eyes.

From there they got the local tailor to use a spell to clean and dry their liquor-filled socks and footwear. They stood barefoot in the tailor’s shop, her giggling when he moved his feet over and touched his toes against hers.

“Our feet are totally having sex right now,” he muttered, stroking his foot against hers.

“You’re fucking ridiculous, you know that?” she muttered back. That said, she was grinning and giggling the whole time.

“The rest of me is going to be having sex with the rest of you later, too.”

Every time Ash approached and got within a meter of her, a leash sprang into existence unless he willed it away. Most of the times, it simply didn’t exist. This time, as he was putting on his boots, he held out a hand and it appeared right in his hand.

“Ohhhh Ash,” she said with a shiver.

“Are you my pet?” he asked.

“You know I am,” she told him.

“I love that answer.”

“Me too.”

He wrapped the leash around one hand and made sure the line was tight, even though they walked arm in arm out of the shop, down the street, and toward the next restaurant they found.

From there, it was all a matter of gold. They had a lot of it, and dished it out in spades in order to get a booth in the restaurant quickly. The maitre’ d took one look at the leash extending up towards the choker, which clearly read ‘MASTER’S PET’ and asked if they would need a private booth, but while Rachel opened her mouth to say yes, Ash grinned and said no.

“A window table if you have one,” he said.

The elf didn’t seem to like this idea, but could hardly argue with the money he’d been given to put them at the front of the line. 

They were seated in the midst of a lot of other restaurant goers, people who were of different means based on their clothing. Moving through the restaurant meant weaving a bit, and that required her to stop holding his arm. He kept the leash in hand, however. More than a few heads turned to watch them go, and more than a little discussion became hushed whispers, definitely about what they were seeing.

He decided upon the chivalrous and polite, and pulled out a chair for her.

“Do you like it, being the center of so much attention?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “Not… not really. It’s kind of humiliating, honestly.”

“What if I asked you to take off your panties and put them on the table?” he asked.

She shifted uncomfortably. “I would ask you what kind of monster you were, and then do exactly as you asked.”

Her discomfort was turning him on. he was getting hard already, and he could tell by the way she was shifting in her chair that she was too. He set the leash on the table, in full view of everyone. They were also seated at the window, so the people dining outside or walking by could see everything here as well.

Rachel had been dressed in a slinky black leather sneak suit for most of the time they’d been together. It complemented her gray dusting of fur and her gray cat ears well. Tonight though she had changed into a burnt orange dress that hugged her slender form tight, and a bra that pushed her assets up and out, and accentuated a good bit of cleavage. She wasn’t as large in the bust as Zirennia had been, but she got a good number of looks.

She also had some black lace gloves on that went all the way to her elbows, and black stockings to her knees, leaving enough skin showing between knee and dress hem to almost make someone say she looked slutty. To Ash, she was a wonder.

“Take them off, please,” he said, “and put them on the table.”


28- Submission

Ash’s pet let out a long and shaky breath. “What kind of monster are you?”

“The kind who has missed you terribly,” he said, “and who lusts after you constantly. The kind who thought he almost lost you.”

After a long and slightly terrified look, she complied. It took a bit of wiggling with her fingers pinched on the outside of her dress, but she wriggled out of her panties without hiking the dress up and exposing herself. From there, she reached down and quickly got them past her knees so they could fall to the floor.

“On the table? Are you sure?” This clearly unsettled her, but at his nod she swallowed and bent, then retrieved them. The only thing she could do with the black lace thong was carefully fold it once, twice, and a third time so they were a small black package next to the leash’s end loop.

“Good girl,” he told her, and reached out a hand to place it over hers. “Now, we’re going to enjoy a meal, enjoy the theater, and it’s going to get spicier and spicier for the next several hours. But if you don’t have an orgasm until we get the tavern room, you’ll get a special present.”

She shivered in response.

He chuckled. “Did you already just lose the challenge?”

“Maybe a little,” she said.

“Do you have any of Evie’s toys in your inventory?” he asked.

“You know I do,” she said.

“When we get to the theater you can put one in. Your choice of toy and your choice of placement.”

Why did he enjoy telling this woman what to do so much? Why did she enjoy doing what he asked so much? None of this made sense. It was pure insanity, watching her wriggle and squirm. She was probably going to hike her dress up in back so she didn’t leave a wet spot on the back of her dress.

Yep, there it was. He watched her shimmy a little more, until her dress didn’t cover the underside of her ass.

He dropped his cloth napkin off the table and bent to get it, and didn’t even have to make the request. When he looked, her legs were spread wide and she was hunched down so he got a better view of the sweet spot. He also got to watch the plug appear in her hand from her inventory, a small glass thing, and he got to watch her lean to one side to insert it. The glass slid, slowly and deliberately, up into her, until her ass closed around it and only the flared base remained visible.

He got back up, sure that at least one other table of guests knew what was going on here.

“You’re so bad,” she told him.

“I think we’re so bad… or so good, plural. Together.”

Rachel leaned in conspiratorially, hands clasped before her and giving him a view of a lot more cleavage now. “We can skip the theater,” she told him. “We can skip dinner. I’ll do it anywhere. Anywhere. In a dark alley. In the bathroom. On the table in the tavern, if that won’t get us arrested.”

Bynes would be having a fucking stroke.

“Please, Master,” she whispered. “I need it. I shouldn’t have gotten upset with you. I’m sorry. I needed it then, and I need it even more now.”

“Patience, pet. Patience.”

Dinner came. It was the type of restaurant where one ordered whatever they had, and it came in courses. They began with soup, went to a bread roll, a little fried thing as an appetizer, a dumpling of some kind.

Each time the waiter came with the food, Ash saw his eyes lock on the leash’s loop, and then the square of black material. He would stare at it, then depart. Moments later, Ash began to notice the other staff veering out of their sections and lingering to get looks at their table.

Even some of the other patrons were openly gaping at the display she and Ash were putting on. They weren’t just a couple, they weren’t just clearly into one another. He clearly fucking owned her and wanted everyone to know just how kinky they were.

If only they knew the actual truth.

Rachel started to mess with him now. She started to longingly and deliberately tongue fuck the food. She moaned loudly at most spoonfuls of soup, and she sucked the dumpling into her mouth like she was giving it a blowjob.

“This is so good,” she groaned.

“Better than skipping dinner,” he said, and continued to just stare at her being so lascivious in public.

This behavior didn’t help the situation with the waiters and the other staff, who now were definitely taking long pauses much closer to the table in order to gawk.

“Just about every single person in this building now knows that I’m your master and you’re my pet,” he told her quietly.

“That’s what the choker is for,” she said.

“How do you like being the center of all these people’s fantasies?” he asked.

She shrugged, then grinned. “I just want to make Master feel good. Milk him for lotion and protein.”

“You’re bad.”

The meal ended, and Ash pocketed the panties before taking the leash once again so they could leave.

The theater wasn’t far, but was up several levels. They took an elevating magical platform, Rachel once again clinging to his arm and with him balling up the leash in his fist. They got more stares the longer this went on, especially once it was clear they were surrounded by wealthier and wealthier people.

Ash showed his forearm to a thoroughly distracted ticket attendant at the theater, who spared several glances for the both of them. After all, Ash was pitching a tent by now that most people could see if they had functional eyeballs.

By the time they were directed to the private booth, she was learning on him for support.

“I’m definitely not going to make it. I’m so close already,” she muttered.

“You haven’t yet, have you?”

“I think when I sit down I’ll cum,” she breathed. “I don’t think I can… I can’t control it. This is… it’s the most…” She trailed off, eyes unfocused and breathing shallow.

The private booth wasn’t large, only the size of a prison cell perhaps, but it was opulant, and it was private. The railing rose over a meter, meaning only their heads and shoulders would be visible to anyone in other private booths. The people down in the regular floor seating wouldn’t see anything except perhaps the tops of their heads.

“I’d like not to be disturbed,” he told the attendant, who took his card with coins on it, looked at the number, and nodded. To Rachel, he said, “We’re going to celebrate winning this round.”

She nodded without speaking. Her face was red, so red.

“Come sit on Master’s cock,” he whispered, and got himself situated once he sat down. He was fully, almost painfully hard by now, and she shuddered at the words and then the sight of it.

“May I cum?” she managed. The look of worry on her face delighted him; there was no way she was going to sit down on that thing and avoid an orgasm.

“You’ve been so good,” he said. “You may.”

It was like a dam had burst. She hiked up her dress to the waist in a flash, and clamped one hand over her mouth while guiding him inside with the other.

She came immediately, and hard enough that she rested her head on the smooth, hardwood railing. A tortured groan came out of her, despite the hand covering her mouth. Supercasanova enhanced all pleasure his partners derived from being with him.

Ash played with the edge of the plug in her ass, rolling it in tiny circles and waiting for her to come back to him.

“Now,” he muttered, “Master needs to be sucked, while we wait for the performance to begin.”

Ash was really enjoying the sensations. First of all, Rachel’s mouth was very talented. She had had lots of instruction from him once she started down this path, but she also seemed to have a grasp of what pleased him and what didn’t just by the movements and sounds he made.

Second, he was in public. A very public place indeed. Lucky enough to be with a woman so gorgeous many men had just been slapped for looking at, and a whole lot of women had curled their lips in disgust upon seeing her. Some of them may have turned colors thinking about being in Rachel’s high boots, or at the thought of being dominated. No one near them had missed the spiked collar, the leash, the look of utter humiliation on her face.

Third, right this moment he made eye contact with a woman in the next private booth over. Sure the balcony booths had three foot wall-style railings, so no one could see that Rachel was right now licking all over his balls. It was plain to see on this woman’s face that she’d just seen Rachel have an orgasm, and then her head disappear beneath the balcony railing. She knew.

She also wasn’t disgusted. Instead she was staring at Ash’s head and shoulders intently. A few moments of eye contact later and she summoned over an attendant to have a conversation he couldn’t hear.

A minute later, with Rachel still hard at work jacking him off, and licking every available inch of him, a face appeared beside him. Eyes flickered down toward his pet briefly, but professionalism won out and the woman’s eyes snapped back to his.

Rachel smiled around a mouthful of his cock and winked up at him.

“Madam would like to send over a gift in return for joining you in your booth momentarily.”

“Would she?” he asked.

“She states explicitly that she would like to watch only.”

“Tell madam she is welcome to join us for the moment.”

A crisp nod later, the attendant disappeared.

“You don’t need to try and get me off,” he said. “We are about to have company.”

“Yes, Master,” she said.

Not two minutes had passed before the woman entered and sat down beside him. She gave him a nervous smile and hiked her skirt up.

She was old. Older than him anyway, somewhere between forty and sixty, because he couldn’t tell the difference very well. She had visible wrinkles, anyway, but was a slim dryadic, with bark-like skin and hair of twigs and leaves. Many of the leaves had started to turn orange and yellow, but many were still green. The skirt was a dark summer leaf green, with leaf veins that told him it might just be a huge leaf somehow. It contrasted perfectly against her gray brown bark skin. The lines swirled into a knot here or there, but otherwise she seemed like a slightly wrinkled human… with leaves and twigs for hair.

“Do you like what you see?” he asked.

“She worships you,” the woman whispered. She rubbed her hands up and down her thighs, pulling the skirt even higher, until he could nearly see the juncture of her thighs. Her voice was a bit rough, with lust perhaps.

She was also decked out in a lot of jewelry: thin gold chains draped over her twiggy branches, a string of jewels around her neck, and a few twinkly jewels embedded directly into her skin.

“I’m lucky to have found her and unlocked whatever was inside her,” he said.

“Very lucky,” she said, not taking her eyes off Rachel’s cock worship.

“That’s not all she has inside her,” he told the woman. Soon he had Rachel on her hands and knees, ass up and pointed toward them. He slowly worked the plug out, savoring Rachel’s breathless grunts and groans.

Then the woman watched while he brought his pet’s ass up and pushed his head slowly inside her ass. Rachel was under strict instructions to remain below the railing, and hung on tight, breathing so heavily Ash thought the people in the other booths might hear her. He gave her a light spank and watched her hang her head.

Once he got into a good rhythm in her ass, he told her that she needed to finger herself, and he more or less forgot that the dryadic woman was there.

“Does pet like my cock in her ass?” he asked her.

“Ohhhh…” she moaned. “If Master likes my ass… I want him to use it… any time he likes.”

A low, ecstatic moan brought him out of his focus and he realized the dryadic woman was furiously fingering herself. A clear fluid coated the insides of her thighs, and he wanted to find out if it was as sticky as sap.

Rachel clamped onto him with her behind as a spasm of pleasure rippled through her. He leaned forward and whispered the magic word in her ear.

“Submission, pet.”

Rachel clapped two hands over her mouth this time and went down onto her forearms, shuddering and shivering with the hard climax. Ash could weather the way she tightened around him, but only barely.

“Would the lady like my pet to lap up her juices?” he asked.

The woman let out a shivering groan. “I… must remain faithful, to my husband…” But she didn’t tear her eyes away from the sight before her.

“Does pet want my child in her belly?” he asked.

“Fuck…” Rachel muttered. “Master…”

He stopped thrusting into her back door.

“You have to tell me,” he said, “or else you don’t get your reward.”

She tried to back up into him again, but he backed away as well. She made a frustrated sound, and turned to look over her shoulder. Her eyes widened as she seemed to realize for the first time that she was playing to an audience. Her makeup was smeared, her dress was bunched up around her waist and pulled down to expose her breasts, and her tail was lashing back and forth.

“Master… I don’t… I can’t…”

“Do you want my child in your belly, my pet?”

“Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck,” she muttered, and tried to pull out off him to get the friction back, but he held onto her hips.

“Are you ready for this in your life?” he asked.

“Yessss,” she hissed.

Ash pulled out and slid quickly into her pussy. She cried out this time without clamping a hand to her mouth, and her eyes flew open at the realization that she’d just exposed herself to possibly thousands of theater spectators.

He couldn’t remember feeling like this with Rachel before. He truly felt like he could do anything, and she would forgive him. He could march her up on stage, naked, on hands and knees, and order her to suck him to completion and she would. He could order her to spread herself wide open for all these people to see and she would. The thought of ordering her to fuck herself on him with so many people watching filled him with such lust and desire that he started to blast off, but right at that moment, he remembered to use the word.

“Submission,” he growled, beginning to spray her insides the moment she convulsed all around him. Beside them, the dryadic woman also tipped over the edge, and threw her head back as she came.


29- Decked Out

The dryadic woman left him with a Superior Rainbow Opal card. Ash had, honestly, almost forgotten about good old fashioned reward cards. He hadn’t been adventuring in Spellcraft in some time, and the shower of reward cards from the fight with the second team was almost shocking. He was used to getting orgmats and little balls of energy from creepy bug enemies. The fluttering snow of reward cards had been at least surprising.

Rachel promptly curled up at his feet and fell asleep while the theater performance got underway.

He then got a notification from Master of Haremonies, giving him xps for his… afternoon with Rachel.

Congratulations! This was a long, drawn out and sinfully pleasing experience. This UI fully approves of all the hijinks and shivers of delight. You’ve received the following rewards:

*Sex: 1,000 xp + 1 uncommon reward

*Partner’s orgasm: 2,000 xp + 1 uncommon class/race reward

*Sado masochism: 10,000 xp + 1 rare class/race reward

*Extended Teasing: 5,000 xp + 1 uncommon class/race reward

*Public spectacle: 5,000 xp + 1 rare class/race reward

*Cream pie: 5,000 xp +1 rare class/race reward

*Finding and satisfying partner’s kink: 10,000 xp +1 rare class/race reward

*Developing a new kink: 10,000 xp + 1 rare class/race reward

Total: 48,000 xp, 5 rare and 3 uncommon rewards

Ash goggled at the amount. Firstly, the experience with a lot more than normal. Secondly, it was a lot of rares.

The rare cards he didn’t think much of. He had another Harem’s Emblem, which made him smile, but the Bard abilities weren’t auras and required singing or music playing to activate. In his experience those could be killed in the offing. The Sorcerer spells weren’t anything amazing. One Lightning Bolt and one Sinkhole. He’d much rather have another Fireball, or even the Elemental Blast so he could find out what kind of void attack spell there might be. He liked the Abyssal Shield well enough.

For his uncommons, he received another orc card that increased his strength when he was wielding a large weapon in one or two hands, a consumable spell that detonated a blast of water, which was definitely not better than Great Wave, and the lower level version of Razzle Dazzle called Glitzy Glamour. Hopefully he’d get another one soon, because he wasn’t in love with the sensory distraction spell. Again, it still wasn’t an aura.

As for the experience points, he considered how to spend them.

“Are you quite finished?” Kayle asked from beside him.

Ash forced himself not to start and jump.

For the first time, Kayle was not the size of an action figure. She also wasn’t human adjacent like she’d been before. Bynes had changed into a large angel figure; Kayle Jai was some kind of devil person. Where Zirennia had been a sort of half human half goat as a tiefling, Kayle had leathery black wings, a whippy tail, deep red skin, horns, and yellowish cat eyes.

“I don’t need you sneaking up on me,” he told her. “And also, if you’re hoping to get me to trust and ally with you, becoming a demon isn’t the way to go about doing it.”

She stared at him, unblinking and unsmiling. “What makes you think I chose my character race in order to ally with you, or gain your trust?”

“Look, we need to work together if we’re going to save my planet.” Or his entire reality, if he understood these things correctly.

“And what makes you think I’m going to be working with you?”

A sinking feeling gripped Ash then. She wasn’t going to help. She was instead going to choose the coward’s route and run away, teleport out of this place and leave him with his problem. After all, she had given him all the information she had, and imparted what she considered wisdom to him again and again, only to have him ignore her or take part of that advice.

Ash used his card Jacked Up.

Jacked Up

Special Ability, Bard (double rare)

Active: Boost one skill to the level of your highest skill. The effect is active for one skill check use.

Although the older version of the Jacked Up had been full of little buffs and quickness enhancements, he liked this double rare version a lot more than the previous ones. It seemed like a massive boost in power and it therefore had prime place in his action deck. So, he immediately boosted his Hearts skill to the level of his Diamonds skill… which was at Legend level 75. 

“Look,” he said conversationally. “You don’t have to do this. I have to say, if I find a way to twist back time a few hours and put you back in that ball, I would definitely do it.” The look of abashment suited the situation perfectly. He was happy to see it. “What you’re saying is that you only stuck with us because you had to. You may have been trapped in that magic ball for quite some time, but I’m almost certain that anti-magic spell wasn’t possible for me to use until very recently. None of that gels with you coming here to save the world from destruction in the first place.”

Her face twitched several times in consternation and conflict. He had already used his ability, and she was probably aware of him using it on her, but the argument had been convincing, and the skill check more convincing.

“You’re going to get me killed,” she muttered.

He gave her a lopsided smile. “I don’t know about that. You threw yourself into the lion’s jaws the first time and you got away.”

“Barely.”

“Barely,” he conceded. “But you’re here now.”

Backed from one corner into another corner. He didn’t like to pressure someone who had already saved his life to help save it again, but they were in the same corner for the moment. It seemed like the way to go, getting all the help you could get.

“I’ll stay,” she said finally.

“I tell you what… when the battalion shows up, if you want to flee, you go for it. I have to stay and defend my home.” He didn’t, not exactly. Right now though he didn’t have a way to flee this planet or this reality. He was stuck here with his back to the wall.

“I could take you with me,” she told him. “I have a door out of here, for two. I can myself and one other out.”

“But it’s consumable though, I’d bet.” The really powerful and convenient ones always were. She nodded. “No… I’m not going anywhere without the girls.” Ashley and Evie, Netsu and Mizu, Rachel and Tinniel, Aria and Seffie. Now Bynes.

“The first order of business must be to maximize your potential,” she said.

“I am at your disposal,” he said. The girls, Rachel aside, were now adventuring again for level ups the straightforward way.

She leveled a look at him. A capital L look. He raised his hands in defeat. “Look, I promise I’ll listen to what you have to say… I’m the final say on what I do and don’t keep.”

She had him spread his cards out on the table and they went about melding some, discarding some, and putting others into different piles. She had him remove his items as well. He’d been wearing bracers from a long time ago, boots from almost as long ago, and all that went into the pile for consideration. Gems, too, were on the table for the sake of having options.

“Obviously unless the cape can take a gem or more, it stays as is,” she said, and he agreed. It couldn’t handle having a gem, so it went right back on.

Prismatic Harmonious Cape

Item (masterpiece)

Durability: 106/120

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 follows 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.

The other item cards were likely to be replaced by better items. With the amount of gems he had, there was no reason to keep slightly magical bracers and slightly magical boots.

“After the production we’ll get some higher quality items that can slot gems. Now isn’t the time to be frugal,” she suggested. “Now is the time for maximizing your potential.”

A strong reminder he needed to head back into the platformer game system and try to finish it before the battalion of battle wizards showed up and fucking wrecked his planet.

“We’ll put that aside for now.”

“Cool,” he said. “Action deck time?”

“You need a deck of at least ten cards,” she said.

He nodded. “Items don’t count, so we’ll have to do at least thirteen Sorcerer and seven Bard.”

Some were right out. He rejected Manifest Heavens and Force Bubble, as he no longer needed to get underwater and avoid being crushed by water or drowned. The god fighting cards he’d gotten while fighting the false god were also out. These were Radiant Song, which was still only a rare, and Shared Purpose, also a rare. The former did radiant damage to More and more he was looking at double rare as the lowest he wanted to go.

A few were his mainstays and were destined to be part of his action deck no matter what: Master of Haremonies and Supercasanova had been the backbone of his deck for some time now, and remained in. These gave him the bonus xp and the ability to enhance his body sexually when the need arose. The next one that stuck around was Voidform, because he loved the intense touch damage, the ability to hide if need be, and then the last huge advantage, the ability to phase through solid objects. His set of three Life’s Blood cards definitely had a place in his deck forever. Life’s Blood of the Sorcerer, Dragon, and Inferno were all great. These auras would be decent or mediocre alone, but they tripled in efficacy when they were all together in his deck. Together with the aura bonus from Supercasanova and Master of Haremonies and they were incredible. The last one he needed forever was Improved Telekinesis. It was incredibly useful at all times.

As for the Bard, he already had Supercasanova and Jacked Up. Both had incredible and undeniable non-combat utility. They were in. Echoing Encore had become Enduring Encore after melding into a double rare, bringing a card back from his discard pile and recasting it. Now that it was rare, the recast card could be even more powerful. It also remained.

After that, he didn’t have a lot of Bard abilities he loved. Heavy Metal was uncommon, though he boosted it to rare and changed it into Power Chord. It still turned his musical instrument into a powerful weapon for a fight, but still wasn’t that great. Alluring Apparition was consumable, which made it powerful. He had found a copy of it and transformed it into Fascinating Phantom.

“It’s not bad,” Kayle said. “Into the maybe pile it goes.”

That left Razzle Dazzle, Drums of Doom, and Shatter Glass. Neither the confusion spell, the aura for boosting his allies and reducing enemy morale, or the area attack were amazing. All were now rare but didn’t grab him like the higher rarity, really impressive cards.

All went into the maybe pile. They would fill the 40% quota for his Bard abilities in the event that he put a lot of Sorcerer spells in. Without 40%, he wouldn’t be a Bard, wouldn’t have the boons for being a Bard, and that was unthinkable.

“Let’s move on,” he said.

For his Sorcerer cards, Improved Fireball, Great Wave, Replenishing Aura, Eldritch Harpoon, and Reactive Dispel were pretty good.

“Can we meld together Reactive Dispel and get the ultra rare version?” she asked.

“Hmmm… nope,” he muttered, flipping through his cards. “Holding out—” He froze and stared at the card in her hand. “You… you’re a wizard.”

“And a Sorcerer,” she muttered. “Look, don’t make a big deal out of it and don’t tell anyone. I don’t go around advertising. One of my species abilities is that my classes are hidden from view.”

He melded Reactive Dispel together with the one she’d given him and came up with Arcanist’s Dispel.

Arcanist’s Dispel

Spell (Abjuration), Caster class (ultra rare)

Anchor this spell to a location for up to 24 hours. Any time mana is spent by enemies within 30 meters, this spell activates and nullifies up to 10,000 mana points. Enemies may attempt to resist with the usual Clubs (Attuned) check. If it cannot, it drains the mana of enemies until it reaches the difference. Costs extremely high mana to cast. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Specify allies before the spell is cast.

The last version of the Dispel had dealt the spell’s effects back at the caster, so it could’ve really messed up enemies. That was gone. In its place was a far higher blanket coverage.

“Anyway, you said you have crazy aura bonuses, so Replenishing Aura goes in. And since you have Life’s Blood giving you extra Improved Fireballs, take Eldritch Harpoon out.”

“Done.” He would’ve preferred to have at least one arcane damage dealing some percussive knockback, but she wasn’t wrong. He would have attack spells.

“This defensive spell… that’s out, right?”

Abyssal Shield. Ash had hardly used it since getting it, more preoccupied with jumping into different game systems and then seducing his way towards Grandmastery in his classes. This was the problem, here: if he stuck with the girls, he would get them in serious danger since they were much lower level than he was. If he just stayed here and banged out the brains of all the girls he ever met, he wouldn’t get any combat practice for the main events. Because like it or not, a full battalion of battle wizards was going to descend on this place and try to murder whatever resistance earth put up. As far as he knew, he was the earth’s mightiest hero.

His brow creased in thought.

“We have that aura signature thing, right? The sex toy that Evie built?”

“We do,” she said, and produced it. The map of the earth expanded out and was covered in the various colors. Kayle fiddled with the different twisty sections until only the pink flares were lit up, indicating all the people on earth. It was still a truly staggering number, even after more than half the people on the planet were dead.

“Can we filter this?” he asked. Gods, he was so spoiled.

“Filter…”

“View only the most powerful aura signatures.”

“The more powerful ones might have aura signature blocking and will be hidden from sight. As to your question though… most likely yes.” She concentrated on the runes, twisted the pieces a bit, and fed mana into the device. The weaker slivers of pink began to dissipate and vanish, followed by the slightly stronger ones. They were finally left with a handful, perhaps a hundred.

“I understand your inspiration and your intention better now,” she said, “and I’m disinclined to believe this will meet your expectations.”

“Of course not,” he replied.

“The more power someone gains, the less likely they will be to join your quest.”

“I have NPCs on board my ship who can generate actual quests with a capital Q. They’re capable. I can be pretty convincing.”

She frowned. “I supposed, if you could offer them—”

“Offer them a chance to continue living on the planet? Uh, yeah. I think they’ll take that. But I need to head into this zone right here, and finish what I started.” He pointed to the large Africa-shaped hole in the map. “I hate this.”

“What is it you’re referring to?”

“Being the person who’s supposed to go into Africa and ‘liberate’ it. Nobody’s going to like this or understand.”

“I…” She got a vacant expression for a moment. “Ah. Yes. The history of pre-Systerium earth and specifically Africa is quite… complicated. That is indeed fraught. But as of right now, that is no longer Africa. It no longer has the set of circumstances it ever had when it was part of earth. You need to stop thinking of earth like earth. Look, the Saharan part of the continent was already a part of the racing system and the fighting game system, the street fighter one.”

“Going to get in trouble for that too,” he muttered.

“You will be unable to go higher in level, and neither will your companions or your potential powerful allies around the globe. You must return to this not-Africa and defeat the system there.”

“I know,” he grumped, then perked up. “By the way, we should sleep together.”


30- We Should Sleep Together

Rachel hadn’t spoken the whole time the theater had been going on. Instead, she had alternately napped off her tremendous series of orgasms, or cuddled Ash’s leg. At one point she sat between his legs on the floor, laying her head on one thigh or the other and looping both arms around his calf. Later she summoned the help for refreshments and fed him aperitifs. The finger licking part was wonderful, and mostly because of Kayle Jai’s reaction.

She’d been staring at him and digesting his suggestion that they have sex for going on several minutes now. Rachel let this go while she put mini-quiche things and little baked sweets into his mouth. She followed some of these up by licking the corner of his mouth or sticking her fingers in there to get them clean. He played along, smiling apologetically at Kayle.

With Kayle Jai still staring at him in disgust and horror, Rachel perked up.

“You really should,” she said. “Sleep with him. It’s better for everyone involved, and you also get the bonus of incredible boning out of the deal.”

Now Kayle was looking in between the two of them, confusion scrawled on her face.

“Oh come on,” Rachel said, and Ash was once again struck with how on one hand his catgirl was utterly and completely submissive with him, and also quite the bossy pants with everybody else. That went especially for convincing other girls to do things with him. “First, he’s an excellent lover. Second, you’re going to be asked whether you’re a part of the team or not. Having sex with Ash assures that you’re part of the team. Third, I know for a fact you haven’t gotten laid in ages. Months at least. You need to loosen up. Gush a little.”

“I don’t—“

“Fourth, and perhaps least important, there’s an aura sharing bonus that Ash has. It gets stronger the more of us are nearby. The aura radius bonus is also getting larger, if I recall correctly.”

“You do,” he said.

Rachel shrugged. “So if you’re not going to be pragmatic about your physical and emotional needs, you should be pragmatic about the system bonuses we’ll be getting out of the deal.”

Kayle gave him a suspicious look. “I don’t believe you two had the necessary time to rehearse this sales pitch prior to me showing up here unannounced.”

“You don’t have to,” Ash said. “It’s totally voluntary.”

“But you should,” Rachel added, straddling his thigh. She picked another bite-sized thing off the silver platter and got it between her teeth, then leaned forward and kissed him. The aperitif was in his mouth when they’d finished kissing.

“I am disinclined to do so… although you have surrounded yourself with a simply ludicrous amount of female companions. That does bode well for your prowess, your size, your skill, your endurance, and your refractory period.”

Ash gave her a warm smile. “I’d be thrilled to give apologies for keeping you cooped up in that magic ball, and work some of that tension out of your body, or simply give you pleasure.”

Kayle arched one of her perfect eyebrows. Her wings quivered, the black leathery bits vibrating just a bit. “I will consider your offer.”

Rachel leaned in and supplied, “He’s good at it. Really good at it.”

“I have been forced to watch or listen a number of times,” Kayle said. “Believe me, I know.”

“Okay… we need to get back to system unification,” he said.

“Before or after we make Kayle scream your name?”

“I said I would consider it! The end.” Kayle drew a line in the air, as if it settled the matter and closed the discussion.

“Pet,” he said quietly, and Rachel froze in the middle of removing her dress again. Gods only knew what she was going to do with the tiny pastries… put one in her belly button for him to eat? Returning his attention to Kayle, he asked, “How long would you estimate it will take before the second recon team reports to the Esotericum?”

“Oh,” the blue mage with the succubus body replied, “I thought you knew that they had already reported the failure.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Meaning that you have only as much time as it requires to assemble a strike team and get across the veil.”

***

They were back aboard the ship and had a course set before the theater production had even finished with the second act. Ash had tried hard not to just mutter obscenities in an endless stream as they went.

With Tinniel behind the wheel, he assembled the rest of the girls in the captain’s quarters and sat them around the table.

The biggest bonus of having a magical ship (arguably anyway) was the ability to reconfigure the captain’s quarters to his liking with a few UI commands. He had the bed zip up into the ceiling and flood the room with lights. Chairs then melted out of the walls and slid over toward the center of the room like they were being dragged through mud. A table rose out of the floor, round. They all took their seats, with Ashley on his right and Evie on his left, and the others arrayed around. He was pleased to find Mizu and Netsu sitting next to one another and not at odds.

Aria wasn’t far behind with the food. She had an assortment of magical food that would heal HP up, morale, attribute buffs, skill buffs, and lastly card priority buffs, the kind that would ensure the first few cards of his Sorcerer or Bard decks would come up more often than the ones he had at the bottom of the deck.

“We need to talk strategy,” he said, and filled them in on the likely timeline of the endgame here. He also explained about the Grandmastery situation: he wouldn’t be able to progress until the platformer system had been defeated and absorbed into Spellcraft. Nobody said the obvious, that him having sex with Bynes would finalize that system absorption, and that she was just as likely to turn into a crystal as she was to not. Ash believed Kayle Jai knew her shit, but she’d already admitted that she’d never done this before and the crystals he had in his inventory might just remain crystals forever.

She didn’t have data on any instances of this happening before. In almost every single case she was aware of, the Esotericum showed up, liquefied the planet into a gigantic magical mess, and made off with it for the purposes of their bosses. The ones that failed almost always turned into a single system, compatible with the Systerium. Those that didn’t do either of those things were almost always culled by the first cleanup team Ash and the girls had just tanked. This battalion coming had never while Kayle was employed by the Esotericum, and she hadn’t found records of them being dispatched. She also hadn’t found records of the battalions ever failing.

“The blue wizard believes they will induct us into the Esotericum once we’ve done battle with this group of battle mages.”

“Question,” Evie said, and raised her hand.

“This isn’t a classroom, Evie,” Ashley said.

“Okay, fine, well… anyway why are they all mages? Wizards I guess. All of them.”

All heads turned and fixed on Kayle, who looked distinctly uncomfortable. Ash smiled to himself. It was funny to imagine that after being so knowledgeable and assertive, she would be shy with the spotlight on her. She popped a little baked tart thing in her mouth and pointed to it, as if to say she couldn’t talk with her mouth full.

“I think they’re all wizards, and Kayle will tell me if we’re wrong, because the Esotericum is a society of wizards. It’s an administrative society, full of bureaucracy and paperwork, and that means a chicken or the egg situation: either the bureaucracy spawns all those wizards, or the wizards built the bureaucracy. Either way, they have an immense wealth of information about spells and magic, and they are also under the impression they’re fending off the evil denizens of an unknowable race of Cthulhu monsters by feeding resources into their Foremost. Capital F on that.”

All heads swiveled back to Kayle, who nodded and shook her hand back and forth, like ‘eh, more or less.’

“What’s a Foremost?” Tinniel asked.

“It’s the reality where they send all their liquefied power they sap from realities like ours,” Ash answered. “They’ve got their great pillars, probably capital G, capital P on those too, and those are what they use to do some kind of warding or combat against the Nyarlathoteps and the Labyrinthine Cyclopean horrors from outside time and space.”

“What?”

“It doesn’t matter… basically they’re either using all the magic of realities like ours to fight against the monsters, or they’re feeding all that magic to keep the monsters happy and well fed, like making sacrifices to appease them, that kind of thing.”

Again all eyes turned to Kayle, and again she popped more food into her mouth, and again she nodded.

“The point is they’re a battalion of battle mages, and they’ll be higher in level than us. So if we get another of those magic vortex things to suck all the magic out of an area, that’ll be perfect.”

“Do we know what kind of strategy or tactics they’ll use?” Netsu asked.

“That was my next question,” Evie said.

“Mine too,” Rachel said.

“It was all of our next question,” Ash said, chuckling. “You’re all getting brownie points for paying attention.”

A lot of satisfied expressions passed between the girls, and he had to suppress a laugh.

“Kayle?” he asked. “Would you mind pausing in the middle of your eating marathon to answer a question or two?”

She swallowed, and frowned a bit. “Fine.” She stood, and put her hands behind her back. “The only record I had that mentioned the battalion tactics said they spread into a single large unit with two wings, and the larger unit crushed all resistance in the first handful of minutes. Afterwards they essentially went with the buddy system, razing cities and causing wanton destruction at their leisure.”

Hands shot up in the air.

“What do you mean by a large unit with two wings? How big are these wings? Are we talking albatross wingspan, or dragon wings?”

“According to the report I read, the large majority destroyed a large central location, to draw out resistance, while two smaller units, perhaps three to five mages, closed in from the sides. Since they can Versewalk, they can appear basically anywhere, though the timing is difficult. It’s also no simple matter to peer through the veil between realities.”

“So a large unit consisting of… how many troops?”

“I’d estimate twelve to twenty. The wings, maximum of six, minimum of four. Their job is to swoop in and blindside us as we put up resistance.”

“I have to unify the system here before I can level up again,” he said. “What’s our timeline look like on this strike force?”

Kayle stared around at all the eyes on her. “How should I know? Look, I’ve already saved your planet once, haven’t I? Isn’t that enough?”

“We’re not here to make you feel any pressure,” Ash said, “it’s just—”

“No, fuck that,” Evie cried. “Feel pressure, dude. We’re talking about the fate of our entire world.”

“Yeah,” Rachel chimed, earning her a grateful smile from Evie. “Give us the deets.”

“You saved the world, we saved you out of your crystal ball. So, like, you would’ve been fuckin’ dead if we didn’t release you from that thing, and they destroyed the earth.”

“Fucking right,” Rachel muttered.

“Now continue to help save it,” Evie said.

Kayle stuffed a huge mouthful of enchanted enchilada into her mouth and stared at them, hard. Then she chewed at it, with exaggerated slowness. 

“Fine, we’ll wait on that,” he said. “I guess I need to book it through this platformer as fast as possible.”

They resolved to come and check in with him every three days if he didn’t just defeat the system.

“I got pretty damn paranoid,” he said.

“Is there any way we can make another spork?” Ashley asked.

Again all heads turned to Kayle, and this time she started chewing with her mouth open, exaggerating each massive chomp. She showed them exactly what that looked like as her mouth slowly dropped open, then closed again.

“Girl,” Rachel said, sighing. “You are not being helpful.”

“It is not my job or my place to be helpful,” Kayle shot back around a mouthful of food. “I have given your planet a chance and now I should take my leave of this reality before it’s snuffed out completely. It was a nice—“

“Ash?” Ashley asked.

Ash once again enabled Jack and boosted his Hearts skill to simply ludicrous levels. Each time he did this, it was a different sensation that surged throughout his body for each skill that went insanely high. The feeling had only grown stronger the farther he increased his Diamonds skill. The Hearts skill boost felt like rushing warmth throughout his body, especially up his neck and over his cheeks, like he was blushing. It also tingled just a bit, while a feeling of supreme confidence filled him.

“I think you should stick around.”

“At least until you have a sample of what Ash has to offer,” Ashley added.

It was not lost on him that she was peddling his sexpertise even though she was theoretically his first girlfriend. The tingling, the warmth and the confidence hadn’t left him.

“Thanks, babe,” he said, and shot her a smile. She beamed in return.

What a world.

Ash turned a softer smile toward the blue mage. “Nobody’s making you sleep with me, but it does seem silly to have saved the world, only to leave it to die when you have the chance to help save it again.”

Kayle stuffed another morsel of food into her mouth and crossed her arms over her chest. With the demonic aspect of her race, she looked a lot like a petulant child… one with red skin and horns.

“Fine,” she muttered. “I don’t think you’ve got a chance in hell, but I’ll help prep your people for the inevitable battle.”

“That’s fair,” Evie said.

“Like we need that help,” Mizu groused, arms folded and looking decidedly more solid than usual.

Netsu also appeared to have cooled considerably, with her own arms folded and her whole body gone dark, save for her eyes. The only place she was glowing from were two combative eyes.

“They will need to be able to work as a team, deal out as much damage as humanly possible, handle taking damage, and hopefully avoiding that damage all together,” he said.

“I’ll need all the gems you have,” Kayle told him, and he immediately handed them over. Although Evie and the twins plainly didn’t love this idea, they watched him hand over all the gems in his possession, along with the Deck Erector.

“I’ll meld it,” she told him. “That will give us cards in my inventory at a much faster rate, and with more reliable results.

“All right,” Ash said. “We know our jobs, and now it’s time to get to them. The faster we get out there and the more Random Encounters we get you all through, the better. I’ll unify the system as fast as I can, hopefully fast enough to avoid the problem of sinking into my role in the game’s story, and my own fake backstory.”

The best estimates for the arrival of the team was perhaps a week, and three at the outside.

“Let’s make this happen, people.”

“First, you two ought to take out your sexual frustrations out on one another,” Rachel suggested.

“Seriously!” Kayle cried out.


31- A Subterranean Return

Kayle Jai avoided Ash and his suggestion that they do the deed and get it over with. He didn’t blame her, honestly. She had braved certain death in order to go against the eight red mages of the Esotericum once upon a time, and she had miraculously survived. The sole remaining Esotericum mage abducted her into a pocket dimension and kept her chained up and exhausted for months on end. She’d been a savior. Then a prisoner. Finally a survivor, when the Esotericum mage landed on Ash’s doorstep holding the tiny crystal ball with Kayle inside.

And after all that, he hadn’t been able to release her from that crystal ball prison, so she’d essentially stayed captive, to a new jailer instead. One who she saw as needing her help but not taking her advice. Now that he’d freed her, she didn’t feel like she needed to continue providing help, especially if he didn’t want that advice and wouldn’t take it.

And now she was being asked to sleep with the second jailer. And that was only after she’d been asked to save the planet, again.

“It’s fine,” he told them. “We’re not pressuring Kayle to do something she doesn’t want to do.”

He stared around in challenge at all the others. Kayle was off at the prow of the ship, staring off at the color-shifting aurora.

“But what if—”

“Come on, Evie,” Ashley said. “Let it go. If she wants to join us for the final battle, she will.”

“We have a lot of other tasks to accomplish first,” Netsu added.

“You’re not wrong,” Rachel said. “All of us need to level like crazy. We need to get a lot of Master levels out of the way, and they take time.”

So, for the time being at least, that was that. Ash patted Waffles and scratched him behind the ears, while Seffie basically hugged onto the pup for dear life. She didn’t listen to his warnings either, for when they moved through the veil. When Waffles became a gigantic mech, she ended up on top of the damn thing.

The girls were laughing the whole time they were trying to get her down thirty meters.

Ash was always amazed at how Waffles was exactly what he needed. The golden retriever had been a steadfast companion to stroke and pet when he didn’t feel amazing. When he’d entered into the situation with the fake evil goddess, Waffles was kind enough to sacrifice himself and transform into a holy symbol of the faith he was mistakenly cultivating. Waffles had helped release him from the clutches of the weird fish ladies. Now, the pup was literally the vehicle by which he navigated this final game zone.

When they crossed over the veil once again, and the Wind Runner shifted to dropship, Ash frowned at the disappearance in rainbow sparkles of his beloved good boy. He shook his head at the reappearance of the huge olive colored mech with the golden brown waffle coloration on the shoulder mounted cluster missile launchers. The letters reappeared on the mech’s knuckles, and the other tattoo-like graphics appeared.

And, most importantly, when he climbed aboard, he was satisfied to find all the upgrades to Waffles still intact.

“All right,” he muttered. “Now we’re talking.” He didn’t have to restart his entire morose, depressing adventure down in the caves, destroying boss after boss in his quest to eradicate the Vorquethar. His map still listed all the places he’d explored, even further than Bynes had. He couldn’t have been happier with this outcome.

“Let’s fucking do this,” he said.

He said his farewells to the girls. Ashley draped her body onto his and gave him a lingering kiss while rubbing herself up and down his midsection. She straddled his thigh and ground herself against him, really trying to give him something to remember her by. Evie did likewise, but was interrupted by Tinniel jumping up onto him from the size and squeezing him tight.

This seemed to be the signal to dogpile him, so the twins, Rachel, Aria, Seffie and Bynes all piled in, hugging and squeezing and groaning at the treatment with good-natured laughs.

“We’re going to miss you,” Rachel told him.

“I’m only going to miss your cock,” Evie said. “Your big, fat, life-changing fucking dong right here.” She squeezed it to show exactly what she meant.

“You’re so gross,” Tinniel said with a chuckle. She’d come a long way from where she’d started out. The fact that she didn’t just disappear right this moment was a testament to how far she’d come.

“I can’t wait for you all to get past Master and up into Grandmaster,” he said. “I want to hear all about the boons you’re getting.”

“Netsu and I can’t wait to show you everything,” Mizu told him.

The innuendo in her tone renewed his stiffening erection and he had to disengage. He definitely wanted Mizu and Netsu to show him everything. Everything everything.

“Bynes, you’re sticking with them and training up as a Knight.” Bynes nodded reluctantly. “Kayle, you’re with them too.”

Kayle nodded. “That’s right.” Her face was a tightly controlled mask.

“And you know how to get me back,” he said, and chuckled. All Evie had to do was craft the spork back into a highly inappropriate sex toy and give it to Lillia at Frontier Outpost.

He went to climb the stairs leading up to the hatch in Waffles’s back, when Bynes called out. He turned, and found her no longer in her angel form, but back in the body of the gorgeous brunette he’d met in the tunnels, near death.

“Ash?”

She was holding her skirt up. It was clear she was going commando.

“Bynes?”

The naked lust in her tone was magnetic; he couldn’t help but feel an incredible arousal come over him. This was also the thing she’d wanted, to be exposed, to have others watch. The danger zone, but without most of the negative repercussions.

Bynes turned toward Ashley and the others, with her shirt ripped open to reveal a pair of perfect breasts and no bra. “I need… this. Please.”

“We can leave you—“

“I need you to watch,” she whispered, already flush with embarrassment and lust. Her blush was spreading rapidly.

Ash had been left staring at her naked ass, and he didn’t waste any time. She needed this, or claimed to, and he was raring to go. He stepped up behind her and spanked her on the ass, a resounding whipcrack in the hangar bay.

Seffie had already been rescued, and left with Aria to prepare the meal and keep the ship on course. That left the twins, Ashley and Evie, Rachel and Tinniel, and now even Kayle to watch this unfold. They stood around in a loose semicircle, most of them staring with arms crossed. Only Rachel was already reaching into her pants and touching herself.

Bynes put her hands on her knees, head back, eyes closed, and moaned loudly. In response to his hard spank, she hissed out, “Yessss…”

Ash got himself freed up and guided his cock into her entrance. Another groan came out of her, and an answering one from him. He was going to miss Bynes in the other game system. Lillia wasn’t exactly his cup of tea, but Bynes was a freak and he was into that just like he was into her right now.

Accommodating his girth was difficult, but she shoved back and down while holding the remnants of her uniform. She cursed and drew back, then shoved back down again. The pressure and pleasure were both exquisite.

“Tell her how she looks,” Ash told the others.

“She looks like a whore,” Evie said. He felt Bynes spasm on his cock at the words.

Ashley stepped forward. “She looks delicious. I like the shaved landing strip.”

Once again Bynes groaned and looked like she was already mid-orgasm. Ash had to clasp her under the arms. He hadn’t had much standing up sex, not from behind anyhow. This left her lolling head on his shoulder and her breath steaming directly into his ear.

“You’re so… big,” she muttered.

“You’re too kind,” he replied. In Spellcraft he could be as big as he wanted, but here he was back to plain old Ash-size.

“We couldn’t… do this… unless you were big…”

Her whole body shivered with need, and Ash grabbed her by the shoulders to begin slamming into her. Each thrust clapped their bodies together and echoed in the huge space containing the mech.

“Fuck,” Evie said, but didn’t elaborate.

“That is nasty,” Rachel said. Jealous, perhaps.

Bynes continued to moan and groan. Her hands drifted up behind his head and ran through his hair. “They’re all watching you,” he whispered in her ear.

Ash pulled her back against his body and rammed upwards. They would be almost wholly focused on the sex-starved exhibitionist staring off into the depths of her kink and her overwhelming pleasure.

Fingers grabbed fistfuls of his hair as she came.

“I want to orgasm like that,” Mizu said.

“You orgasm like that every single time,” Netsu said offhandedly. Probably not realizing that everyone else was in the hangar with them. Lost in the viewing.

He wished Zirennia were here.

“Fuh—” Bynes moaned. “I want… I want it… on my face. Are you… ready?”

He wasn’t ready for another ten solid minutes. In that time Ashley and Evie had begun playing with one another. Rachel had taken to leaning against the mech’s foot and achieved a shuddering climax of her own. Mizu and Netsu were holding hands tightly, and each had the other hand rubbing up and down between their legs. Even Tinniel and Kayle appeared on the verge of touching themselves.

As for Bynes, she had orgasmed again, then sagged completely into his arms. She went fully limp.

“I’m… ready…” he told her.

Bynes sprang to life while the others watched, sinking to her knees before him. With eyes closed, mouth wide and tongue outstretched, she accepted every drop onto her face, with the others watching. Ash roared his climax and he could’ve sworn she came again just at the thought of having an audience watch her debasement.

***

Once again, the gel inside the cockpit acclimated to his movements, and provided him with the ability to control the mech’s movements with his own.

Ash dropped out of the ship and engaged thrusters moments before landing, just as before. Waffles was just as responsive as he remembered, slowing their descent before shooting them in the direction of the Frontier Outpost. And, just as before, he noted the two ways to progress: forwards through the above ground areas he had never attempted before, and the massive subterranean area.  He’d thought of the underground portion of the map as the only area, for some reason.

He found Frontier Outpost without difficulty. The large beehive-shaped structure appeared exactly as it had before, though not for long. As soon as he got the doors open and got Waffles inside, everything changed.

First of all, he’d left the six survivors here, along with Torald and Lillia. This included the very pregnant Cecilianna, and the unpredictable Hixon.

He didn’t see a single one of these eight.

“What is happening?” he asked.

Waffles didn’t have an answer to that. What he wanted to do right now was figure out a way into Stronghold and get back to killing bugs. Instead he was faced with a situation he didn’t understand.

“Outpost, do you read me?” He asked.

Silence was the only response. A long, drawn out nothing.

Ash stood here, freshly returned and once more himself. There was no reason to believe the bad guys could even access Frontier Outpost. It had plot armor. It was a save point. There was no reason to believe this rusty hulk at the beginning of the game zone would have any plot value. Nothing of significance could be happening here…

The abandoned nature of the place suggested he was assuming too much.

He called out on comms. “Frontier Outpost, what’s your status, over?”

Nothing. He listened for a response for several minutes, considering his options.

Finally, he ejected the cockpit out into the exoskeleton form, which was really too big to handle getting into or out of most of the spaces in here, but it wouldn’t be impossible to maneuver inside the small rooms on the back side of the outpost.

The exoskeleton ejected out the back of the mech, materializing out of components around the hatch, and the hatch itself. It wasn’t huge, not even double Ash’s height, and felt terribly exposed compared to being in Waffles.

The exo operated similarly to the mech, requiring him to use his arms and legs, but there were hand and foot controls. The foot controls were almost identical: he could simply run or jump and the exo would perform those same motions.

The hand controls required him to fit his hands into gloves, but he found several buttons for firing off the exo’s weapon system, a laser blast. This thing only had ten energy, as opposed to Waffles’s twenty, but if he needed more than ten laser blasts he was jumping ship and leaving this Outpost for dead.

He was protected by a large transparent bubble of some unknown material, which gave him excellent range of vision but seemed flimsy. The holographic heads up display leant him a little confidence in the unit’s durability, because it was all composed of such far future technology. 

Climbing the floors just meant climbing up with his hands and feet: lodging the huge feet in the spaces between the railings and grabbing onto any of the number of panels.

“If you won’t come out,” he called, “I’m coming up.”

A single shriek tore through the quiet, definitely a woman’s scream.

Ash climbed faster.

“You’ll be giving over that mech of yours,” Hixon called down. One of the other survivors was named Dawes, and he appeared with a weapon drawn and Cecilianna held in front of him like a shield. Dawes was on the third level, over to the far right, while Hixon stood at the other end of the second level.

Ash froze in the middle of his climb, peering up at Dawes and the very pregnant woman, then over at Hixon.

“Where’s Lillia? And Torald?”

“You best concern yourself with the problem at hand,” Hixon said. “You hand over control of that exoskeleton and we’ll take it from there.”

The moment they got him out of this thing he was a dead man. He didn’t have any weapons for hand to hand fighting.

He spotted a wrench laying on the catwalk right in front of his face, and wondered about the accuracy of his exo’s laser.

“Go on now!” Dawes shouted.

“Don’t you do it, son,” another voice called out.

Over at the other end of the second level, Torald pulled himself out of the far room and onto the catwalk.

Torald hacked and coughed, and some blood frothed out of his mouth. “I know you got it within you to find that hive queen and shut her down for good. We ain’t worth it. These pissants…” He coughed up more blood. “They ain’t worth a pair of shit-stained drawers.”

“You shut the fuck up, Tor!” Hixon shouted. “I done my time, I paid my dues, and what did I get for it? I got left for dead by the people sent me in there. Fuck em, and fuck you.”

“Spare me,” Torald’s voice came out as a low croak. “You’d turn your back on the survival of your own species. Well fuck that nonsense, boy.”

“You—“

Ash had been using the time to line up his shot. He had locked eyes with Ceceilianna and now flicked them aside. She fell, pulling Dawes with her and making him cry out. He fired a shot, but missed.

Ash didn’t.

The beam flashed out in a huge red line and sheared a hole right through Dawes’s chest and out his back. He made a sound of confusion before pitching over the railing. Ash was in the process of grabbing the wrench and flicking it across the outpost to bother with the body bouncing off his exoskeleton.

The wrench broke basically every bone in Hixon’s face. His whole head crumpled in around the steel tool that entered just around nose level and ripped him off his feet. A burst of blood hit the wall but the rest of his body went over the railing and crashed out of sight.

“Are there others in on this?” He asked Torald.

The old codger only shook his bloody head.

The first order of business was to make sure Torald didn’t die. Old fucker didn’t deserve it. On top of that, Ash probably needed some other upgrades added onto Waffles somewhere down the line, and the old timer already helped him a number of times. It was the right thing to do.

He tried to gingerly lift the mechanic’s body in one exoskeleton arm and climb down to deposit him in the medical bay. Lucky for him, the med bay sprang to life immediately and started trying to heal whatever they’d done to him. Thank fuck for a sci-fi game setting.

“What did they do to you?” he asked.

“Used the wrench on me… a bit like what you did but a lot lower. And not as hard.”

Ash nodded, then went to retrieve Cecilianna.

“You all right?”

She indicated she was, but he still carried her down to the med bay also, just in case there was an issue with the baby.

“How many are still alive?” He asked. “What about Lillia?”

As it happened, Lillia had taken Liberator away from this Outpost, rather than hand it over to Hixon or Dawes. He hadn’t been looking for the other mech when he got in here. She and Rex had disappeared when it became clear Hixon and Dawes had the only weapons in the Outpost and were going to use them to kill Cecilianna if they didn’t get what they wanted.

The two others had been tied up in the cramped quarters rooms by Hixon and Dawes.

Ash was forced to get out of the exoskeleton in order to free them, an uncomfortable proposition, but he didn’t find any other idiots complaining about the unfair way the earth’s government had treated them.

“This…” he told himself, shaking his head, “this is what I came back to. Un-fucking-real.”


32- Squishy And Wet

Ash used the next few hours to reacquaint himself with Waffles in mech form. He used the micro-missile burst, then healed up the damage to his Body Points with Vorquethar energy he consumed. It still took 5 of the reddish purple energy absorbed to replenish a Body Point, and inorganic material, meaning he couldn’t just heal after using the missiles to kill off a single opponent. He needed to kill them of using his bladed fists or his new shotgun. The inorganic stuff, though, was practically everywhere.

He also got the hang of targeting enemies further away with the railgun. This thing was clutch, because it allowed him to blast at enemies before they’d spotted him. It was especially great for clearing out places where the platforms were tricky and full of monsters. If he didn’t, he was liable to end up taking damage from one source or another.

Weapons, check.

He got used to engaging the thrusters and using the tow cables for navigation around tricky terrain. He also used both in order to have a burst of speed towards or away from enemies, and gradually got his instinct back for avoiding the falls or obstacles. Sometimes this meant attaching himself to a wall or ceiling with the tow cable. Other times it meant blasting thrusters to or away from his target to avoid falls. He was quite good now at making sure to steer clear of acid pools or small bits of abyss in between platforms. Even places where he had only a few meters of solid ground weren’t so bad, now that he’d mastered the thrusters.

The natural trouble was treacherous platform spots filled with enemies, but using missiles or the railgun helped a lot. Practice with the claws and the shotgun helped even more. From there, it all came down budgeting: how much energy could he expend with the railgun? How many Body Points could he afford to lose in tricky spots with bursts of tiny missiles?

From there, he had to check over his Tactical Modules and their potential combinations. There were a lot of these things, and he found two more in his hours of exploration. First, he discovered that some walls in certain sectors could be blasted through. He punched through a wall in the Shallows and discovered another Tactical Module.

Tactical Module: Systems Efficacy Enhancement

Requires two open module nodes. (Currently no module nodes are empty.)

This Module reduces energy and Body Point costs for special movement and attacks by half.

Does not require the use of energy.

Note: You may only install this Tactical Module in an Outpost or rest area.

Ash gaped at the description of the thing he’d just gotten.

“Half,” he muttered in disbelief. “Half? That’s amazing… holy shit.”

He could couple this with the Energy Reclamation Unit and end up using less energy, then recycling every third usage. The thought was tempting, and using this new one by itself was more tempting still. If he only used two of his nodes on this Systems Efficacy Enhancement, he could still add in one of the Tac Mods for attacking.

Right now he had the Mnemos Nanogel Accelerator installed, which made him attack faster, the Piston Joint Add-on, which gave him a little extra reach when using his claw attacks, and finally the Repellant Array because it only cost one final Tac Mod node. The last one wasn’t great; it really only provided an extra second or so of invulnerability when he took damage, so he could smash the opponent who managed to hit him, or get to a place of safety if he found himself swarmed.

What he needed was another node. He was currently sitting at six and couldn’t wait to have more, so he could mix and match for a better set.

Ash made his way through the Shallows and back towards Cultivation Station. This place was acid city, and fuck that, but he did almost immediately find more awesome stuff. A secret passage led him to a minor boss fight. The mushroom flashed out with damaging spores every time Ash slashed at it, but couldn’t damage him at all once he started using the railgun on it. It didn’t last nearly as long as the normal boss monsters, didn’t change form halfway through the fight, and died with relative ease. It gave him access to another Tactical Module laying in the room beyond: Retributive Damage Burst.

Tactical Module: Retributive Damage Burst

Requires one open module node. (Currently no module nodes are empty.)

When you suffer damage, a burst of energy fires out in all directions to damage nearby foes.

Costs a single energy to use.

Note: You may only install this Tactical Module in an Outpost or rest area.

He couldn’t wait to play with this thing. Or the other one. 

Another secret room he found not an hour later, beyond a heavy curtain of vines and overgrowth, gave him a new Outpost.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he muttered.

The Cultivation Outpost needed some orgmats to activate but he had plenty handy. Like the others, it was sitting on a vein of crystal that siphoned energy out of the cave in order to power itself and reenergize him. It also healed him up in a flash, and allowed him to play around with his Tactical Modules.

The list was long now, so he asked Waffles to pare it down, and add the cost in nodes beside it.

Piston Joint Add-on (2)

Anchorage Enhancement (2)

NanoSwarm (1)

Heavy Striker (2)

Repellent Array (1)

Energy Reclamation Unit (2)

Mnemos NanoGel Accelerator (3)

Explosive Ordnance Enhancement (3)

Temporary Nanite Booster (2)

Systems Efficacy Enhancement (2)

Retributive Damage Burst (1)

Clearly the ones costing three nodes were the strongest. The micro-missile damage enhancement basically doubled the damage, while the Mnemos made him attack faster. Both were excellent.

The others costing two were hit and miss, and he could see the possibilities for combinations here. Anchorage plus Mnemos would make him strike faster but not be pushed back by the force of his punches. Piston Joints made for longer reach on faster strikes in combination with Mnemos. Explosive Enhancement plus Systems Efficacy would give him stronger missiles, and a lot more chances to shoot them.

The only ones he couldn’t see using were Heavy Striker or Repellent Array. Forcing enemies back away from him had never seemed like something he needed.

He loaded in the Retributive Damage Burst, Explosive Ordnance Enhancement, and the new Systems Efficacy Enhancement. He reasoned that in a land of acid pools, he’d rather stand his ground and fire off missiles than try to hop around and damage enemies while avoiding the acid. More missiles at higher damage was the way to go.

He ate, showered, and took a rest before finding that the vending machine in this Outpost had a Blue Passkey for sale, for the low low price of only 550 orgmats. Grunting, he purchased it and watched his total orgmats fall below a hundred.

“What do you guys need organic material for?” he wondered aloud. Seemed pointless for a simple access card.

He would get his answer soon enough. 

***

Cultivation as a sector of the map ended the entrance to yet another place he did not like the look of: Sewage Tunnels.

There was no map to this fetid shithole, from Bynes.

Okay, so the name of the place wasn’t really Sewage Tunnels. Like the other sections of the underground tunnel network, they were named by the people who encountered them. That said, it was festering with clouds of bugs that had to be almost the same size as Ash himself, buzzing around waste water at the bottoms of the tunnels. Periodically the water could be heard rushing somewhere distant, like it was enough to carry him away.

Platformer that this place was, he wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of dealing with water jump challenges. He didn’t want to end up washed away somewhere, or lose Waffles entirely and get ejected into his exoskeleton when Waffles careened down into the water. If there was one saving grace, it was that this place functioned based on some video game rules, and he wouldn’t truly lose Waffles for good without a lot of fucking up.

He created enormous splashes, and probably crushed dozens of insects in his tromping around down here. Eventually tunnels dropped directly downward in the darkness, and he was not confident in the headlamps Waffles had installed. Like before, they only penetrated what seemed like two meters in front of him.

Snuffling and wet noises alerted him to the existence of enemies before he could see them. Waffles told him that everything down here was warmer than in other portions of the subterranean depths, and none of the Vorquethar creatures registered much heat.

He was almost on top of the creature before it saw it, and lashed out with a fist with pretty good speed. The creature was far more vocal than anything else he’d encountered, sounding like it had a vile chest infection. It was also wet and gleaming, more similar to an underwater bug than any land creatures like some of the others. Still, it had a whole lot of legs all up and down its body, which were flailing at him.

One punch, then another punch failed to kill it, but the third landed and the squelching sound of its exertions stopped. He’d actually torn it in half.

“That is fucking nasty,” he muttered.

One of the halves got up on four of its eight or ten legs and it started making an even more awful noise.

“Aww come on!” he shouted. This new… half a creature was even faster than it had been originally, and crashed into his leg for a Body Point’s worth of damage. He raked the claws over it once, then again, and it died. Again.

“Now I feel like I need a shower—”

The bottom half of the creature got up and spat a glob of mucus at him. That one did another damage, and right on the heels of that, it made the most disgusting noise yet. It was like the sand monster of Tattooine trying to hawk up a loogey. He leapt forward and slashed at it again and again until it was dead.

Two hits down from a single creature. This place sucked even more than it first appeared.

He happened upon more of these things, and made sure to slash the hell out of them even after they died. This was a mistake, he soon learned. The loogey spitter part would explode in a shower of greenish vomit stuff and deal him damage if it couldn’t reanimate. Only the runner bottom half was killable when it fell in half.

He hated to be down three Body points without even the Vorquethar energy to heal up one of those hits. The deeper he got, the more dangerous it seemed.

“Have to soldier on,” he said, then reconsidered.

No, hell with that. He doubled back, got to the Cultivation Outpost, and healed back up completely. Then, armed with the knowledge about the wet grub spiders and their reanimating halves, he trudged on.

He found more acid pools eventually. Some of the water was actual water, while the other stuff was acid. Differentiation in the dark wasn’t a simple matter. Also, he got to a section of the sewer tunnels where the flying bugs coalesced into a larger mass and attacked him. After fighting through some of those, he found a mammoth grub-like creature a good forty meters around and extremely fast.

He had no choice but to dodge them, and that wasn’t possible with them filling up the entire corridor. It meant he had to dodge backwards while using the shotgun and drop downwards, hoping he didn’t land directly in front of another one of them.

He landed behind one, and breathed a sigh of relief. The one directly above him trundled by. In front of him, however, the thing curled around itself for the squelchiest, wettest, most awful u-turn he’d ever seen. It was clearly a window of opportunity to attack the damn thing, but he couldn’t help himself. He was almost slack-jawed with amazement at how bloody disgusting it was, watching a head nearly the size of Waffles squeeze into about five meters of space, with its hateful gaze locked on him and making a noise he could only describe as extended projectile vomit.

He gave it a couple of raking slashes as it completed its u-turn and accelerated to full speed. He was just able to thruster leap back up into the original tunnel as it passed, so he dropped back down and gave it a shotgun blast to the rear, and dash forward for several more raking cuts.

He’d started to do the math on the damage he was doing, but it was murky with the damage buffs on his micro-missiles, the claws, and now the shotgun. Attacking it was a nerve-wracking experience, with it being much larger than Waffles. It started its u-turn again, and he redoubled the attacks, slashing and slashing until it finally burst open like a ripe melon. He was actually pushed back from the flood of gross stuff it emitted… but he ended up with a ton of orgmats and Vorquethar energy, enough to heal two of his three Body Points.

“Okay,” he panted from the exertion. “Okay.”

He headed up into the tunnel and pulled the same routine, slashing the hell out of the thing after it had passed. He tried to get an accurate count of attacks, and ended up at nine. The next one in the tunnel just above this one died after a micro-missile burst and then several extra rakes of the claws. He was confident it would die after one micro-missile burst, and he’d been wrong. Nine claw attacks was around 18 damage, and his increased damage from the Tactical Module put the damage at around 10. The claws seemed to deal 2, and the shotgun 3 or 4. He thought the damage was dependent on the range.

The second one exploded in a wash of juices just as the first had, and Ash gritted his teeth as though he was having his feet and ankles covered by the disgusting innards instead of his gigantic robot.

He went through several more of these creatures, along with several more of the tiny insect mobs that attacked as one. Once he figured out the location of the huge grubs, he could hit it with the railgun and then finish it off with a micro missile salvo while it charged at him. The speed of the things was disconcerting and he did not at all like something the size of a building coming at him that fast.

Finally though, they were all killed. He put his hands on his knees and took several deep breaths.

“Gross,” he said, “gross gross gross.” But he’d done it.

Now it was time to find this sector’s boss monster and put an end to it. Then hopefully move on to Stronghold.


33- NOPE

The boss creature was deeper into the sewer area than he liked. He’d ended up revisiting Cultivation’s Outpost again and re-energizing after it was clear this new sector was large and sprawling. He’d killed dozens of the ones that tore in half, at least a dozen of the swarms that acted in concert, and almost a dozen of the gargantuan grubs.

He’d found other beasties down there too, where the place looked to devolve into a junk heap, and where it spread out into an enormous lake of acid. There were flying creatures that dive bombed him and tried to burrow through the mech’s armor. Luckily he could punch them off if he took damage and they only took two slashing hits, or one shotgun blast if he timed it right. There were also spines fliers that shot spines off in all directions, and those he had to time as well. After shooting off their spines, they’d need to re-inflate, like balloons, and push a new set of spines out of their bodies.

“You know,” he told Waffles, “we’ve been through a surprisingly vast amount of this map, and we haven’t found ourselves a single Vorquethar. I’m starting to think they’re all Vorquethar and our only hope is to find whatever spawns the whole group.”

It would be nice if he could stop the flora and fauna of this alien world from spawning somehow, like locating the place where they laid their eggs and eliminate them from the source.

It was this kind of thinking that flipped him on his head and made him regret ever having the thought in the first place, and it wasn’t thirty minutes after having it.

The tunnel system had grown wetter and wetter down here, to the point where he was trudging through almost knee deep water. Knee deep to Waffles was close to ten meters. Things were probably in that water that would drag him under and kill him if he weren’t in a gigantic mech suit. No wonder the military shelled out hundreds of millions for this kind of military hardware.

He left a trail of dead dive bombers and break-in-half-and-reanimators in his wake. He was safe and dry inside the mech’s cockpit, but the UI was realistic enough to make him feel like he’d been slogging through all the gross dripping muck. Finally, he took a tunnel on a right hand bend, muttering to himself about spawn points and mobs, and found it.

“You had to open your big mouth,” he said.

The tunnel opened up to a large kind of cistern. Or a filtration system maybe. Whatever the room was, it had dozens of large tunnel inlets all pouring small amounts of water in. The center of the room looked like a lake. Some light came from the water itself, where bioluminescent somethings grew and glowed. Additional light entered via the grating far above their heads, turning the place into a mixed gloom of yellow and greenish.

The queen hung in the room’s center. She was bulbous, greasy, and fixed to every surface here by ropes of some kind. They looked to be made of snot maybe. Ash felt his gorge rise looking at the gleaming mass of flesh, which heaved with breath and slowly produced another offspring.

“That is… that is awful,” he muttered.

He would be doing a great service to humanity and himself in killing it.

Checking over his instrumentation, he found himself at 15 of 20 Vorquethar energy, six of seven Body Points remaining, and not enough inorganic matter. The walls were squishy with living matter, and he’d have to kill it, then gouge out some rock in order to heal up. There was no way the queen was going to allow that.

As for the offspring in question, he swallowed and saw the grub plop into the water, then rise up. It was on elf the smaller ones, the ones that he’d tear in half before those halves reanimated. It didn’t appear to have any legs… yet? More of those smaller ones wriggled about in the water. The fliers which liked to dive-bomb him slowly circled the room, and he realized that these looked like half of the grubs. Maybe after they vomited up all kinds of gross acid they would take flight? He didn’t want to know the answer to that.

Another one dropped out of the queen and made an awful splash.

And worst of all, the huge and really fast ones were down there, crawling over one another. They climbed up the walls and disappeared into the many tunnel exits this room had. They wouldn’t be climbing like this for long. No, they’d turn and rush at him.

If there was any good luck to be had, it was that none of them

This was the first time he’d been well and truly swarmed by enemies. There was no good way—

“Nope,” he said, peering up. He had tow cables.

***

Ash was atop the queen and beginning to deal her damage before any of the fliers could respond. He’d towed himself several times up into the air using the ropy tendrils connecting the queen to each wall. By the time the queen let out a room-vibrating scream of rage, terror and alarm, he had just climbed up and popped open the twin covers on his missile launchers.

Micro-missiles screamed out in a flurry at the dive bombers. Many of them screeched and began moving toward him only to take a face full of Ash-sized missile. With the Systems Efficacy Tactical Module installed, each shot of the missiles only took half a Body Point away. He unleashed another salvo of missiles at the other side of the room.

Below him, a mad chorus of shrieks and grunts and groans started up. All the monstrosities he’d been fighting over the course of the last twelve hours or so were down there and realizing something was very wrong.

He raked his claws over the queen several times in quick succession. He knew it was going to take a ridiculous amount of damage to kill her.

As soon as the damage began to heal before his eyes, he realized that perhaps he wasn’t quite giving her the credit she deserved.

Also, as soon as he started carving chunks off her a good meter in size, and then watching the wounds close up, the entire room came much more alive. It started with the queen’s roar of rage and pain. The room had been full of thrashing, squirming and squelching creatures, but now they were roaring, hissing, and sounding constipated. They were also coming after him.

All of the dive bombers went crazy. The loops that they slowly went around in to patrol got a lot faster and wider. Several of them saw him and screeched out, which brought others around. Ash shotgun blasted a number of them to the face with a well-timed shot, then zipped away towards the ceiling to get away from the remainder of the flock.

Down below, the larger grubs were tearing themselves apart to get at him. Literally. The bigger ones ripped themselves in two. The one half that flew slowly got airborne, after vomiting up all over their ground-based counterparts.

Ash was put on full defensive mode, swinging around and blasting with the shotgun, or sometimes raking his claws over the fliers if they came at him individually. But he couldn’t deal damage to the queen, and any damage he did do automatically healed and sealed before his eyes. Either this was a long haul type of slog, or he had it wrong. If the secret was to slow down her rate of birthing these abominations before he could deal damage, he was going to lose. He would run out of energy for towing, even though he was spending half, and he would run out of Body Points from emergency micro-missile salvos when they grouped up.

“There’s got to be a different…” he muttered, then stopped.

He’d just been swinging around in a circle using one of the sticky mucus tendrils that kept the queen aloft. The maneuver bought him enough time to shotgun blast a group of fliers, but he immediately turned back to the webby thing and considered.

This time he slashed at it.

It ended up taking him a good ten slashes, interrupted by a few lone fliers, before the tendril wore away enough to snap entirely.

He wasn’t ready for the queen to suddenly lurch aside, and pitched overboard. The queen was somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred meters long and a hundred across, a bread roll easily big enough to feed several Walmarts full of customers, and he’d been using her like a platform. He flew out into the open air and only got his thrusters under him in the nick of time. A number of huge grubs and the smaller tear-in-halfers were waiting for him with gross, wet mouths open.

He used the thrusters to get back up top, and blasted yet another trio of fliers with a shotgun blast. He was running out of inorganic matter now, and this room wasn’t equipped to give him more. He’d only have another three shots before—

Three more fliers died to his shotgun blast, and he shredded the lone survivor.

“Two more,” he said, and sprinted for the next mucus web… support… structure.

It was a hundred meters long and easily five meters wide at its thinnest, made of the thickest snot he’d ever come across. Luckily he had gone through a lot of the fliers now, and he only needed a single pause to stab and slash one of them before finishing off the mucus web.

This time he was ready, and leapt backwards into the queen’s center mass. The whole creature screamed, loud enough to vibrate the whole mech, and make the gel of his cockpit interface quivering.

“Yeah fuck you too!” he called.

The land-bound monsters roared their own challenge as well. Neither of these sounds he ever wanted to hear again in his life.

The distraction cost him. One of the new batch of flying monstrosities blindsided him and latched onto his forearm, costing him a Body Point before he slashed it away. If there was any good news to be had in all this. Then he went around slashing apart all the other fliers that had ripped themselves free of the medium size grubs, and used a moment to try healing up Waffles. He had a Body Point just about healed up when he was forced to break off and swipe down another flier. No healing. Three Body Points and he was toast.

He’d lost three Vorquethar energy trying to charge it up, and just let it be. The time to finish this was now, before he lost the rest of his health.

“Four supports left,” he told himself and Waffles. He hoped it would take only one or two before the whole thing collapsed down onto the ground, and into the water.

Now he ran between two of them, slashing and hacking, then pausing to deal with the smaller spawns. He realized at some point that he was screaming, but even the realization didn’t make him stop. The primal shout of fury ended with him going hoarse.

It also ended with the next support snapping free.

Another thruster burn left him on the queen again rather than in the muck with certain death below. Several more flying enemies later, he slashed at what he hoped would be the final support.

It too snapped, leaving the queen held aloft by only two of the thick mucus membranes. Her one end slammed down into the water as she overbalanced, killing off a lot of her own offspring.

It also made her body into a ramp.

“Ahhh shit,” he muttered, and ran up to the last of the supports, already slashing and hacking away.

The first of the fast grubs was about on him when that support snapped. It took the final one with it, and he towed himself up to the room’s ceiling in time for the entirety of the queen’s body to slam down into the fetid sewer water.

The noise and the shockwave were tremendous. She created a tidal wave of filth that sent grubs smashing against the walls, and caught some of the very flew remaining fliers out of the air. Blood spewed out of her, and once more she shrieked out in mech-rattling agony. And she still wasn’t dead.

Ash couldn’t charge up his Vorquethar energy converter and heal up his Body Points up here. For some reason using the energy on the tow cables and using the reddish purple energy couldn’t work at the same time.

“Un-fucking-real,” he muttered. She was big enough… big enough to climb inside. The thought prompted his gag reflex. He nearly vomited right then and there.

Engaging the thrusters sent him on a beeline for the creature’s… orifice. The only one visible. He went flying inside, never dreaming that this would be the next female’s insides he’d get to know.

The place was exactly as he expected it: close, wet, sticky, and awful. He immediately slashed apart one of the medium sized grubs, then slashed apart the half that would come to life and run at him. Waiting wasn’t going to work here, so he went in, and only turned to cut down the flier when he heard it approaching from behind.

The whole place was thrumming with its slow and labored heartbeat. Somewhere inside the queen, he’d find what made it tick, and he would destroy that thing.

Blood ran from many of the surfaces in thick rivulets, making it a mirror of the flooded tunnels that had brought him here. He pushed on, killing this or that thing he came across, hoping every time he turned a corner in its internals he would find the thing he was looking for. In between, he paused to use the last of his Vorquethar energy to heal up his last two Body Points of damage… but was stopped by the lack of inorganic material. You couldn’t create nanites without any inorganic material.

Ash swore and trudged on.

The thrumming continued, once every thirty seconds or so, a seismic thudding that was impossible to ignore.

It was some six grubs later when he came upon it, a huge mass of tissue thrumming. It accepted his final two shotgun blasts, two micro-missile salvos and a whole lot of furious slashing before it finally burst with a rush of purple blood.

Congratulations! The UI began, but the queen was shuddering spasmodically, wriggling and writhing. She was thrashing herself to death.

Ash made a run for it. He was at three energy remaining, one final Body Point before losing Waffles, and not a single inorganic material to use in healing. He swore the whole way, and when he finally reached the end of the line, blasted off into the nearest tunnel entrance he could find.

He landed right next to one of the huge grubs.


34- Sewer Rat

Ash found himself feeling soiled and awful.

Ash was not proud of walking directly into the lion’s jaws in trying to get away. He lost his final Body Point and wasn’t proud of that fact either. He also wasn’t proud of not wanting to slog through the sewers again in order to retrieve Waffles, so he ended up paying for the Auto Evac Module.

Congratulations! You have purchased the Auto Evac Module! This drone will seek out your combat mech, return it to full Body Points, and pilot it directly back here while avoiding all possible combat and obstacles. This may take some time, so please be patient. You may supervise and remotely access the drone’s systems from the control panel on level one, beside the med bay.

Ash took a quick shower, ordered up some decent quality food from the extruder, and headed down to the Auto Evac control panel. The cramped room that had opened up with a chair and several monitors showed the different views from the drone. He blew off a layer of dust and sat down to watch it fly.

The drone shot out of the Outpost and followed the trajectory he’d gone. It found the sewer level and made a beeline directly for the queen’s chambers. It then zipped around the gigantic grub and splashed into the mech’s back.

A huge dome surrounded it, and rolled the thirty meter ball out of the passage. Thrusters then engaged and took it into the tunnel he’d entered through. From there, that entire dome turned into a thick layer of Body Point armor that encased Waffles. The process was much faster than using a Vorquethar energy converter, but much less convenient, since it cost him hundreds of orgmats and required him to lose his entire mech. He was now under 500 orgmats, and they were needed for basically everything, so repeatedly dying was definitely not in the cards.

The drone was ultimately pretty good at avoiding danger and making its way quickly back toward him at Cultivation Outpost without spending too much energy on thrusters or tow cables. It did completely bypass an area he hadn’t noticed before.

“That wall looks breakable,” he muttered. Although he was tempted to take control of Waffles to investigate that area, he let it go. He needed to eat, the drone probably had lag at this distance, and he didn’t want to lose Waffles entirely if he fucked around and ended up finding out. No thanks.

Instead he went up and grabbed his extruded meal. Even though it was just processed orgmat, it came in the form of delicious spaghetti in meat sauce, complete with realistic tasting parmesan cheese. Digging in, he watched as the mech returned to him.

By the time he returned, the drone had Waffles almost all the way back to him. It had lost two Body Points, but those were acceptable losses, since he was bringing Waffles back to an Outpost. He was just about finished with his meal, when he realized he was dead tired. The interface with Waffles meant he used a lot of physical power in running around, punching, jumping, and taking damage.

The moment Waffles was securely docked, healing up and reenergizing, Ash headed for the nearest bunk. He was asleep and beginning to lose his real self by the time his head hit the pillow.

***

Ash woke restricted. This was unacceptable. His one hand was trapped… beneath a softly snoring form snuggled tight against him. What?

The bedroom registered his movements, altered breathing pattern and opened eyes, and slowly brought up dim lights to simulate dawn. He found a head of coppery red hair nestled into his shoulder, and realized his hand was pressed between two very warm, very soft thighs.

The contact was not unwelcome. He relaxed and brought his free hand up to stroke Lillia’s hair, then push it back over one ear so he could run his fingers along its ridges.

She smelled of cloves and cinnamon. Another welcome find.

She must have gotten here by piloting the missing Liberator out of Frontier Outpost. He had no idea where she’d been or how she’d found him, but he didn’t mind. Instead he stroked her hair and let his fingertips glide lightly over her bare arm.

She wasn’t wearing much. Less than he was. Only a pair of silken panties as far as he could tell. Her breasts were pressed up against his arm, and even asleep, she subconsciously ground her pussy into his hand.

Eventually she stirred and groaned.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Sorry,” she said, heavy with sleep. “I should’ve woken you and asked.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

“This place is cold,” she said. She wasn’t wearing anything, so he could see how she might feel the cold. “Seemed like a waste not to sleep together.”

“You feel great,” he told her, and tipped her chin up so they could share a kiss.

“I haven’t… it’s just been Torald and I for so long.”

“Sounds like someone has needs that aren’t getting met,” he said, and yawned.

“That’s a hell of an understatement, hon. Got me a vibrator I can’t hardly use. Bastard might be old, but he’s got damn keen ears.”

He snorted a laugh, trying to imagine her jamming a toy between her legs and clamping a hand over her mouth. She liked it rough, he remembered, as hard as he could slam into her.

Her hand found his already stiffening erection and played over it through his boxer shorts. “Can your friend come out and play?”

“He has my permission,” he told her.

She had the blanket off, followed by his undershirt and boxers, in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. Ash stared down her body and admired all the soft curves, the burgeoning arm and shoulder muscles, and the shadow of abs just above that closely cut coppery bush. He hadn’t seen before, but the freckles went all over her: down her chest, down both arms, and even over her thighs. He reached out to touch all of her, and wasn’t disappointed. She felt just amazing.

“Where were you?” she asked.

He told her, while hefting her boobs and playing over her nipples with his thumbs. Soon he was pinching and slowly twisting them, and gauging her reaction.

She groaned in appreciation, and ground panty covered crotch against his fully hard cock. “That’s… that’s deeper than anyone I’ve heard of going.”

“I can go deeper,” he told her. He wasn’t thinking of the breakable wall he’d seen there, or the mine shaft.

“Can you?”

He didn’t miss the grin in her tone, but he was a bit preoccupied with getting up on his elbows and putting those hard nipples into his mouth one after another. He licked and swirled them and listened to her breathless appreciation.

“Biscuits n gravy,” she muttered, holding his head. “I dunno who taught you… how to do that, but thank ‘em for me.” She never stopped grinding though. She’d been hot before, but now she was scorching, and soaking wet.

“I need you to go… as deep as you can get…” she muttered.

“Then get up on your hands and knees.”

Entering her was pure heaven. She groaned in loud appreciation, then seemed to realize they were the only humans within miles of this place, and let out an even louder scream of pleasure.

“Fuck me!” she yelled at him. “Ram that big cock in mama’s needy… little… pussy… sugar.”

He was pretty good at following instructions when he needed to, and did so. He even added in a couple of swats to her ass, which drove her absolutely wild. So he spanked her even harder, watching her ass jiggle in fascination.

“Pull… pull my hair,” she begged.

He got a fistful of her coppery locks and jerked her backwards even as he thrust forward with all his might. One hand on her hip wasn’t enough leverage, so he was forced to use her hair to yank her backwards into him. She responded loudly, screaming at him over and over until her moans became hoarse and throaty. Jamming a hand between her legs, she strummed at her clit until she came, calling his name several times.

It still wasn’t enough. He could go harder. He paused, rolled her over onto her back on the bed, then stood over her and hefted her ass up. He bent her in half, and he was thankful she was flexible enough to handle having her knees next to her ears.

“Harder?” he asked her, a challenge.

“Harder,” she panted, then cried out when he sank smoothly into her.

He drove down with deep, punishing strokes. Her whole body shook, and the impacts sent beads of sweat raining down on her, around her.

Time spun out and he lost track of how long he’d been punishing her. She was loud. As loud as she could manage. She seemed to understand that they had complete privacy here and could scream bloody murder and it didn’t matter. So she cussed at him, told him he was breaking her pussy, told him not to stop, to keep fucking her. She told him to fuck her over and over again.

She had orgasmed again, hard, with her finger playing on her clit like before. He shifted position, slightly sideways. This put her clit under his thigh, so driving down into her rubbed at it over and over without her needing to do anything except hold her body in position.

“Ohhhhh,” she groaned. “Fffffff…”

“Harder?” he asked once more.

The tiniest hint of a nod was all it took. This time he grabbed up her one leg and used it for leverage. He really hammered into her, and almost immediately she came with a loud scream.

“Uncle!” she finally gasped. “Uncle!”

He slowed the pace, but kept each bottoming thrust hard down into her. The way her boobs bounced and the way her ass jiggled with every deep impact were both delicious to him, along with the vacant expression. ‘Fuck your brains out’ wasn’t just an expression.

“Wait,” she begged. “Wait—”

He didn’t stop, and he didn’t wait. He’d been close several times, but watching her face screwed up in a mixture of ecstasy and pain was too good to spoil by just prematurely ending their session. But he needed release, and he wasn’t going to stop until he got it.

“I need… to cum,” he hissed.

She groaned like the words were going to break her in two very soon.

“Cum for mama,” she told him. “Come on, cowboy, give me everything you got.”

The words turned him on the final iota he needed. He slammed down one more time and emptied himself as deep as he could.

They took their sweet time after that. She eventually got him going again in the shower, and they had another round of slower, more tender sex together under the hot water. She told him he’d basically broken her, and she’d need to take it real easy for a while after this. He believed that; his cock was pretty damn sore. They dried off without dressing, talked over a shared breakfast, and lounged around naked for longer than was strictly necessary.

“I have to get moving,” he said.

She nodded. “I’ll go with ya. You should be right about at Stronghold.”

The map seemed to confirm this. He’d been making his way around it from every side. The sewer tunnels were almost directly beneath, though it looked like they might butt up against the Gray Wastes somehow. He’d made a sort of donut with the map.

“What’s in Stronghold, anyway?” He had an idea that it was the place where he’d finally find some real Vorquethar, but wanted confirmation.

“The rumors are that it’s the place where the queen has her troops.”

Shit.

“The most heavily guarded place,” she said. “A junk heap of mech suits who threw themselves on a field of spears.”

“You don’t have to fill me with confidence all at once,” he told her.

She shrugged. “So far as I knew, the only entrances were in the Shallows and one in Cultivation Station, but both were really hard to get through without the kinds of upgrades you’ve lucked into.”

“Lucked into?” He chuckled. “Lady, I worked my ass off for everything Waffles has.”

“Sure. But you also could’ve gone to Cultivation first, and gotten everything going in the wrong order.”

He considered this. There hadn’t been a path to follow, not exactly. He really could have done as she suggested and ended up getting all the Tactical Modules or the mech upgrades in a different order. He wanted to believe it wouldn’t have mattered, but she could’ve been right. Regardless, he was here, and he probably had an entrance to Stronghold available that nobody knew about.

If so, he might be able to avoid throwing himself on a wall of spikes like so many before him.

Revisiting the message from Waffles. Defeating the Grub Queen gave him an additional Body Point, along with the Sewer Rat Achievement. He now had eight total Body Points, which was excellent news. It never seemed like enough, but he wasn’t about to start complaining.

He outfitted Waffles with the other configuration of Tactical Modules this time, but stopped before adding the Mnemos to speed up his attacks. Both Energy Reclamation Unit and Systems Efficacy Enhancement essentially did the same thing.

“Stay here,” he said, and took Waffles out for a spin. He didn’t need to, as his energy bar reconfigured itself from twenty bars up to what looked like a hundred. The bars shrunk down to teensy slivers in order to take up the same amount of space.

Between tow cabling, using the railgun and using the thrusters, he was only down ten percent of his energy after a good twenty uses or so.

“That is… something,” he muttered.

Reconfiguring with just the Systems Efficacy Enhancement meant his energy became 40. The Energy Reclamation Unit by comparison only boosted him up to 30. Interesting that having them both took him from 20 to 100. Just another boost he wasn’t about to complain about.

“What’re you on about, sugar?” She asked. When he told her, she whistled. “Ain’t that somethin’?”

He stopped to collect as much inorganic material as Waffles could hold, and found it to be 50 units. That meant his total number of shotgun attacks or railgun attacks before needing to reload. Reloading was typically automatic, assuming he was in a place like the Shallows or the Gray Wastes, where it was all over the floors, walls and ceilings. Rock was the easiest and was absorbed without him even needing to break stride. If Stronghold was the same as the sewers, he would need every single shot he had available.

“Can you show me anything about Stronghold?” he asked.

As it turned out, she could not. It was strictly need to know only, which was fucking ridiculous to him. She had prior troop dispositions from the initial fighting when the Vorquethar first landed and began attacking, and those were not encouraging. They had send hundreds of mechs with more armor and upgrades than Waffles once upon a time. Those had gone in teams or pairs, attempting to scour the tunnel systems, but none of them eventually returned. Once they found Stronghold and amassed attack forces, they went through the entrances to the supposed hive center, and that was where information ended.

“Sorry, hon,” she told him, with her naked ass perched on his thighs and her head on his chest. “Wish I could tell ya more, but that’s info I ain’t got.”

If she didn’t have it, and Waffles didn’t have it, they weren’t likely to get it. This meant Stronghold was a graveyard of mechs and men, a haven for the actual Vorquethar, and that it held some kind of signal scrambling mechanism.


35- Don’t Leave Your Post

Although Ash didn’t want to slow down, Lillia’s presence and a second functional mech he didn’t have to worry about betraying him was a huge boon. He felt comfort having someone to talk to. Waffles patched him in to her, and they discussed her experience at the Outpost and her journey to join him in Cultivation. Although her inexperience slowed them both down a bit, she was a fast learner.

He’d initially told her she wasn’t allowed to come along, but she’d blown a raspberry at him, crossed her arms over her perfect breasts, and cocked one hip. She’d then challenged him to try and stop her.

He couldn’t, actually. He wasn’t about to leave her behind in the tunnels, and she was a pretty good pilot. Although she sometimes dropped into acid pools or took damage, she could head back to the Outpost and heal up while he cleared a path to the sewer sector.

Soon enough they were in the stifling, wet, and awful maze that was the sewers. The queen might very well be dead, but he hadn’t been thorough when coming through here. They found more of the grubs that broke in half and reanimated, they found the huge ones, the fliers, and the swarms of attackers.

Lillia piloted Liberator and used its super weapon quite sparingly. It was a wide area dome of damaging plasma emitted by large gauntlets, around the knees, and the tops of the shoulders. This consumed a quarter of her mech’s energy per shot. It was perfectly suited to dealing with bug swarms and large numbers of enemies, but had a very short range of between five and ten meters out from Liberator.

“Save that,” he said. With the two energy savers installed in his Tactical Modules, he still had two slots left, and that gave him the opportunity to add this little beauty.

Tactical Module: Temporary Nanite Booster

Requires two open module nodes. (Currently all four module nodes are filled)

This Module stores a number of additional Nanites to form two temporary Body points. Once these have been expended, the Module requires 10 energy to refill each Body point.

It had seemed like a piece of junk initially… when he only had 20 energy. Now that he had five times that, the extra Body Points were perfect. This gave him more micro missile salvos if he wanted. It gave him a longer fight if he wanted. There was no real downside, unless you counted not having other Tactical Modules installed.

The breakable wall he’d seen in Cultivation turned out to be yet another Tactical Module node. Lillia insisted he take it; Liberator had five slots and she was running a good setup.

She had the Mnemos Nanogel Accelerator and the Anchorage Enhancement going, which gave her faster attacks that didn’t push her mech backwards when striking. She actually kept walking directly into most opponents, smashing at them with incredible speed and not giving them a chance to strike back. For some of them this worked out just fine, but for others it was a ticket back to the Outpost for healing.

They needed to work on her choice of opponents. He explained how to take out the really huge and fast ones, while he claimed all the swarms. As for the reanimatiors, those they could split, but the ones that flew couldn’t be killed again until they had a chance to do whatever transformation they did.

“All righty,” she drawled.

Upon reaching the other place he’d spotted in the sewers, they battered their way through the wall and uncovered yet another Tactical Module they hadn’t seen before. There were also piles and piles of orgmats just laying around back here, with a pair of dead exoskeletons and their pilots.

Tactical Module: Boosted Strength

Requires three open module nodes. (Currently all your module nodes are filled)

This module processes energy into strikes, making them more damaging. One energy is consumed for each hour of attacking.

Note: this Tactical Module is not yet installed. You may only install this Tactical Module in an Outpost or rest area.

Note: Your Tactical Module Nodes are currently full. Uninstall one to install this one.

Ash smiled at the soft and amazed swearing coming over the comms from Lillia. She would love this Module if she had more space. Extra strength along with faster attack and immovability were all awesome. Actually, even if she dropped the immovability, this one would be a great addition.

He moved in past the two bodies, now just skeletons with scraps of their pilots’ suits. One of them had thankfully died from being crushed by a stone. Ash hoped his death was quick…

“This shit always creeps me out,” he said. He tried telling himself he was in a game, over and over again, but the feeling wouldn’t stick with him. He knew he was losing it, and would lose it even faster than before. Last time it had only been about three days. Right now he was on day two.

“Aww, Symes and Grizellini,” she said. “I remember those two. I guess they got stuck back here.”

“Stuck back here,” he muttered, and flipped on his high beams to try and get a better view of the cavern they’d stepped into.

It wasn’t long before he saw the telltale signs of a cave-in. A bit of metal poked through here and there. After that, it wasn’t much longer before he had the majority uncovered. Micro missile salvos and railgun attacks at specific targets blasted large rocks into smaller rocks, and gradually showed where an Outpost had once been.

Unfortunately it was crushed beneath several enormous boulders.

“Well shucks,” she said, looking over the damage. “Not even Torald could get her back up n’ runnin’. She’s toast, sure as I live and breathe.”

“If the higher ups in the military had all this out here…” he started. “If they’d spent all the resources to get this thing all the way down here… why isn’t it on the maps? Why has all my mapping come piecemeal?”

She chewed on this for a while. In the meantime, Ash kept working at uncovering more of the former Sewer Outpost.

Achievement Unlocked! Don’t Leave Your Post

You have uncovered a number of previously hidden Outposts. This one happens to have the secret to a mech improvement long since lost.

Reward: Overhead Salvo

Waffles did the work of integrating the mech enhancement into the mech itself. A cloud of nanites took the components and brought them into the mech, then modified the shoulder launchers. As a result, they were able to rotate upwards now.

Overhead Salvo (Mech Enhancement)

Death from below! You may make a micro-missile salvo directly upwards. Many enemies have reduced protection on their bellies.

Bonus: Your micro-missile salvo (and overhead salvo) now deals 30% additional damage for the same Body Point cost.

Bonus: Immediately following the overhead salvo, gain a dome shield overhead for two seconds.

“That’s a beast,” he said.

“Let’s get a move on, pardner," she said. “Sooner we can be done with this, sooner I can get you pulling my hair again.”

Ash couldn’t argue with that, so they moved on.

Or…

He turned around and peered beyond the cave-in. One secret had led to another secret. Why couldn’t a second secret lead to a third?

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Call it a gut feeling,” he said, and finally saw it… directly above them.

The rocks up above seemed to have been part of the same cave-in. He used up more of his stored Vorquethar energy to heal up another Body Point, then immediately went for the overhead salvo. Based on the size of all the explosions, it was definitely more powerful. Based on how many rocks fell on him, he was definitely on the right path.

Of course games would give you something in the instant before you could use it or needed to use it.

Several smaller boulders bounced off an energy field a good five meters away from his head, and one of them was reduced to rubble chunks. Light spilled down from above, and Lillia cried out in amazement.

“Ash, you fuckin’ genius! Lily’s gonna ride you harder than you’ve ever been rode tonight.”

Lillia might’ve been referring to herself in the third person, but Ash felt his pants tighten at the mental image regardless.

They headed up through the hole and found themselves exactly where he thought they’d end up: Stronghold.

***

Congratulations! You have discovered a Stronghold.

This formidable military structure can house, repair, and enhance mechs to help them fight the good fight.

Cost to access: 1,000 organic matter units

Reward: access to the Stronghold

There was no good word to describe Ash’s reaction to seeing the Stronghold. And there was no good way to describe the building itself, not easily.

First of all, it was a sprawling thing, far larger than the grub queen in the sewer tunnels. It probably extended back a good kilometer or so, while being half that wide. And it did look vaguely worm-like, segmented in bands over twenty meters wide each, without windows. The whole thing was a thick, unmoving metal monstrosity. It bore little resemblance to the Outposts he’d found all over the cave system here.

A huge array of weaponry bristled at the four corner towers, pointy spiky things that didn’t seem capable of harming him, let alone any of the gigantic monsters he’d encountered all over this world.

“Well?” Lillia asked. “We heading into that thing so I can fuck y’all’s brains out or nah?”

This didn’t make sense. Why was it here? Why would they put an Outpost directly beneath it? What had caused the cave-in so close by that killed the two mech pilots, and where were their mechs?

The last question at least probably had an acceptable answer: they had been on the way back to use Auto Evac Drones and the floor fell out from under them.

He had almost exactly a 1,000 orgmats. He didn’t like the suspiciously high cost either.

“No,” he said.

“No?”

“Absolutely not.”

Surveying his surroundings, he quickly connected the huge entrance over there to Cultivation Station beyond. Several hundred meters away, and shrouded in near darkness, the entrance itself was enormous and surrounded by dozens upon dozens of destroyed mechs. Many of them had spears impaling them some forty or fifty meters in length. He had avoided the entrance to Stronghold out of the fear that Waffles couldn’t handle the final confrontation, and right now he was feeling quite justified in having put it off. He might—and that was a big might—be able to handle the end fight now, as he was, but he wasn’t about to risk it right here and right now.

More details leapt out at him. The ceiling to this place had to be a good hundred and fifty meters up, dotted with huge tree-like columns of rock that… weren’t rock exactly. The columns each had several holes in them. Some of those holes were even large enough to sport broken pieces of mech, meaning more monsters were probably up there, or once had been.

All the mechs in this mech graveyard were different enough to indicate they came from different factory lines, over the course of years and years. Waves of mechs had been sent in, first in enormous armies, followed by large units, followed by smaller tactical groups, and then in even smaller groups. Once the nations of the world declared the place essentially ‘saved’ they had stopped prioritizing it, and once the nations of the world began throwing mechs at one another, this place was all but forgotten.

“Holy hell,” he muttered.

Somewhere in the distance was another entrance to Stronghold from the Shallows, a kind of elevator directly down into what would’ve been the worst of the fighting. That elevator was broken, but in its place were platforms, according to the map given to him by Bynes.

“What’re we waitin’ for, sugar?” Lillia asked. “Let’s get a move on.”

“Don’t,” he told her.

Thank fuck she actually listened. For a long moment he was worried that she was going to march into this structure and whatever was in there was going to snuff her out like a candle flame.

“We need… to explore this zone first.”

Yes. Avoid the thing in Stronghold called a Stronghold and make sure it wasn’t the obvious trap he thought it was.

“Look,” she said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m low on resources. If this place will repair up Liberator and give her the energy she needs, I’m doing it.”

“No, you are not,” he said. “You go into that thing, you’re not coming out. I don’t even think it’ll let your exoskeleton out.”

“That’s not a thing,” she protested. “That’s the main base for the war against the alien scum.”

“Then why aren’t there any mechs going in or out of it?” he asked. “There were survivors in the fast-travel platform area. If this is the actual home base for the fight, there should be mechs inside, or nearby, but there’s nothing. I’ve got nobody in my sights.”

She didn’t respond.

Keeping an eye trained on the heights, to the columns and their strange holes. When he headed off around the building, circling away from the Cultivation entrance, he heard a long suffering sigh.

“Fine,” she muttered, and trudged after him.

The silence of the place was eerie enough to have him practically jumping any time Lillia stomped on something odd. The terrain had been alternately smooth and rocky, with the smaller ones getting pulverized underfoot, but some of the urchin-looking bushes also dotted the place. These were all long dead and their spindly branches snapped oddly when stepped on.

“Please, don’t do that,” he said.

Around the other side of the building, the edge of the room came abruptly and led into two smaller tunnels. Smaller was a relative term though, because they cleared over a hundred meters at the highest. Here they found more dead mechs, and these were slashed apart. He found bits of mech here and there.

As soon as he approached, the mech pieces sprouted entirely too many legs, and shot towards him at speed. He barely dodged out of the way, jumping up and employing the shotgun to blast two of them at the same time. They turned quickly, but not quick enough; they got another shotgun blast at point blank range before he even landed.

Now across from him, Lillia punched and swatted at these new threats, flinging some of them away and throwing others directly at him with the power of her strikes. He pounded one into the rock and dirt, then another.

When it was over, she was down one Body Point and the only remaining mech pieces were large bits of torso.

“Well,” he panted.

“Yeah,” she gasped in return. “Yeah.”

“That happened.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I think this means… we should avoid… the large and dead building… standing invitingly… in the middle… of the cavern.”

“I think… you’re right.”


36- Running On Empty

They found the hit squad some three hours of tunnel exploration later. It hadn’t been a fun three hours; most of the things in the other sectors were tame by comparison to the creatures here.

These things were Vorquethar, at last. They stood on two or four legs, they radiated a dull reddish purple light from within, and they attacked with actual weapons.

Some of these things could absorb a whole lot of punishment before going down. There were flying ones, guard-looking ones, and colossal, heavily armored ones with shields. The shields were definitely made up of the bands of armored plating on the initial grubs in the Shallows, cut and fused together into the correct shapes for protection.

As for the weapons, they were swords, spears, and javelins. The flying ones held lances of a sort, and zipped lightning fast through the air to try and spear him and Lillia.

One thing they weren’t, though, was intelligent. Although they had weapons, armor, and something approximating clothing, they weren’t attacking with any sort of coordination. When they appeared in groups it was because they were standing over a dead earth mech, and not because they were an elite fighting force.

Fighting for Ash and Lillia always meant a retreat, whittling enemy combatants down while avoiding damage at all costs.

Because of his energy allowance, Ash employed the shotgun liberally and micro missiles when it was clear he was getting enough of the red purple juice to power up regeneration. Lillia hung back and pummeled the hell out of anything that got past him.

He was down under half when he switched up tactics, raking enemies with his claws and only using the railgun when he had a clear shot on grouped up enemies. He kept using micro missiles, especially the overhead burst of them, when the flying ones buzzed overhead and threatened to throw javelins down.

Overall, he was having a great time, though he was wondering just where all these came from. Where was the hive queen?

“Don’t be too greedy, hon,” Lillia told him. “We might have to retreat back to Cultivation to heal and recharge. It’s a damn sight better’n hoping the auto evac drone can get all the way here, then get our mechs out intact.”

She wasn’t wrong, but he was having a hell of a time. They had killed dozens of the actual enemies, without trouble. The military of old had sent wave after wave against the Vorquethar and eventually ground them down in a war of attrition, while Ash and Lillia were like wrecking balls by comparison. It felt a lot like the other shoe was about to drop.

The nagging question of the Stronghold remained. They didn’t know what it really was, why it was there, or how the Vorquethar had managed to fool Waffles and Liberator’s user interfaces into believing that thing was a military base. They hadn’t tried blasting it, which he considered. He might’ve gone through with it, if not for all the guns it sported, or all the dead mechs nearby.

Waffles was having trouble mapping out all the twists, turns, jumps, gaps, forks, and doubling back they were doing. They were in deep, and it wasn’t easy for the mech to interface with his every movement and also map out the surroundings. The map he got was crude. That was fine though.

What wasn’t fine was that some of the tunnels appeared to intersect one another on the map where they definitely didn’t intersect one another in real life. This drove his paranoia back into being, and ramped it up when they took a right to return to a tunnel they’d passed through, only to find it dead ending.

No wonder the map wasn’t being built well; this place was either shifting and changing in real time, or it was alive.

He had seen enough rocky and metallic monsters to believe they could be inside something living. That wasn’t at all impossible. Besides, none of these tunnels had been here when the Vorquethar showed up in their initial invasion, meaning they needed to tunnel somehow.

They reached another dead end and caught their breath.

As they’d fought, the amount of squishy Vorquethar they encountered decreased in number. They came up against smaller and faster ones, the larger ones, and the really fucking big bastards more often. Now over two hours of fighting in, it was mostly the fast ones and the ones whose heads scraped the ceiling at times. No way to duck past them and get at their backs, meaning he had to time out any strikes for just after he’d dodged their attacks. These hallway fights were becoming a bitch.

“Where to now?”

He could almost hear her shrug. “We got a metric fuck ton of side tunnel options, sugar.”

“Copy that.”

“You know what we could do,” she said, a smirk in her voice.

“If you’re going to suggest parking the mechs and having me nail you up against the cockpit wall, no.”

She snickered, her tone playful. “But my poor little pussy, hon, it feels like the right shape again. Mama needs that big hammer ta come’n whack me right back into oblivion.”

Un-fucking-real. He grinned and swore. “Let’s get to an Outpost first, and I’ll do things to your body you’ll never forget.”

They trudged on for only a few more twists, turns, and dead ends before they came upon the squad.

Two things were clear at the same time: one, these guys were elite units who had fought a long time, and possibly for years. Two, they had made a big mistake somehow.

So, while they fought with almost impeccable teamwork and skill, they’d were in a bad spot.

They were surrounded by the enormous strikers, along with a contingent of smaller and faster opponents. Those small ones made a hard fight impossible, darting in now and again whenever the humans would’ve been able to strike back at the huge ones.

Before Ash and Lillia could rush in to help, the lead mech caught a long spear in the chest and crumpled backwards. The exoskeleton rocketed out of the mech’s back, but was immediately swatted aside by the shield of a huge Vorquethar. The little ball containing the pilot exploded.

The other three mech pilots weren’t doing much better.

Ash weighed his options. He had less than 20 energy left for using his railgun, only 6 of his 8 Body Points, and only 10 Vorquethar energy if he needed to rebuild some of those Body Points. Lillia wasn’t better off. She didn’t fight against these armed opponents well, being a close combat fighter. She was at 6 of 7 Body Points, and had only three of her twenty energy remaining. She could only use her damaging nanite aura power another three times, or use her thrusters for quick bursts of speed.

This was definitely the largest group of alive and intact mechs he had seen down here, full stop. If they used the Stronghold he needed to know about it. If they had an Outpost nearby they needed that instead.

Ash lined up the railgun and shot off a round directly into the head of the giant who’d just killed the mech pilot, followed by another. The strike threw it off balance and the mech team capitalized without hesitation. The two leaders distracted the other behemoth Vorquethar while the third darted in for strikes against the smaller skirmishers. Tiny rocket blasts and shotgun blasts took out the smaller enemies.

“Stay behind me,” he told Lillia, and moved in. He couldn’t use the railgun while moving, but he could blast these fuckheads with shotgun rounds. The squad now only had one mech pilot protecting their rear, and that was the side facing Ash and Lillia. Two quick shotgun blasts took down the smaller units tucked in beneath the gigantic enemies’ elbows, and when they turned, the other mech pilot immediately opened a comm channel.

“Thanks, pilot,” a husky female voice said. “Time these out for me.”

Ash didn’t know what that meant. What he did know was that fighting these big bastards required precise dodge and riposte timing. Maybe that was it.

He got a closer look at her mech now, and saw it was painted in alternating bits of blue and yellow. The head area looked to have been made into a stylized football helmet of sorts. A huge, blocky M was painted into the mech’s shoulder pads.

This tunnel was wide enough for two of the behemoths to squeeze in side by side, and that meant they had the turning radius of a cruise ship. The one kept slashing toward the mech pilot, while the other one slowly pivoted to face Ash.

Against orders, Lillia darted in and landed two, then three quick strikes against the one in the middle of turning. She backed up as the shield came into view, then nearly sidestepped directly into Ash to keep getting at its exposed flank.

The shield flashed out, as it never had before, and bashed against Liberator.

“Lilly!” He called.

She engaged thrusters and backed away, while the female mech pilot swore over comms. Ash swore too, and unloaded a shotgun blast into the back of the one not facing him, then dodged back when the other’s shield lashed out. When its sword came into view, the other one was attacking M-mech, and the timing was off. She couldn’t attack Ash’s mech from behind. Neither could he attack her mech from behind.

They got it, though. It took a minute, but in that time, he would draw an attack at the same moment she had an opening to attack the exposed back of his target, and seesaw back the other way. She would then dart back away from the behemoth’s sword, and he’d feint to the side for two good hits at her target’s exposed back.

Soon enough they were done, though one of the other three pilots had been forced to eject and his exo was on its way back here with extra Body Points to retrieve the damaged shell.

“Okay,” he said. “That’s over.”

“Okay is right,” the woman in the M-mech said. “Who the fuck are you two?”

***

Introductions went a bit more smoothly after that. They had saved potentially the whole squad, after all.

The M-mech with the female pilot had the huge forearm, knee and head generators that said she had the same special attack as Liberator. It would be a very short range damaging aura. She had the punch claws but not the shotgun bursts.

“We just head back to the nearest Outpost and escort your guy back here to his mech,” Ash said.

“We were supposed to be out here thinning out the herd, but we got bottled up early,” the M-mech’s pilot said. Her name was Matilda but the other guys called her Tildy.  “Thankfully you two came along—”

“And saved you even more death and damage,” Ash said.

“Bruh, thanks,” the second one said. He’d given his name: Dresden. “Baker made a bad move. We didn’t scout this tunnel properly.”

Ash nodded. “You got an Outpost nearby?”

“It’s a good thirty minutes humping it,” the third guy said. He just wanted to be called Clive.

Dresden, Clive and Tildy wanted to make sure their fourth had a simple path back to his downed mech. It wasn’t a complete loss, with one dead and one out of commission, but they needed to ensure the fourth (Rutledge) could make it back.

They formed a kind of bucket line for fighting fires, meeting and escorting Rutledge and making sure no more of the Vorquethar came out to stomp his little exoskeletal ass. Ash and Lillia were tasked with remaining at the empty mech, to make sure none of the critters or bugs could get into it and take it over.

In that time, over comms, they learned a lot. The Stronghold, first off.

“The Stronghold is a fucking fake, bruh,” the first one replied. “Trojan horse. It’s bullshit is what it is. I don’t know if the queen is down there; I bet she fuckin’ is, but there’s nothing but suicide inside that building.”

“Once it was real,” the second one said. “A whole army of mechs in there at one point. But the Vorquethar got to it. They moved in somehow, killed everybody inside, and now everybody that gets inside dies.”

Ash had a host of other questions, but these people wouldn’t answer any of them. They were upset, and right to be upset, but their anger was aimed in the wrong direction.

The Stronghold didn’t make sense at first. It had once been a beacon of hope for the people of earth. Everyone knew that it would mean the end of the war. It had, in a way. The taking of Stronghold by the aliens was kept secret from the populace at large, and only token clean up forces were sent down into the underground.

Ash didn’t like the implications here. It meant the aliens and military were working together. The military didn’t have any interest in stopping what was going on down here, for some reason.

“The mines,” he said, in that tone like he’d just slapped himself in the forehead. He actually had slapped himself in the forehead.

Lillia obviously had no idea what he was talking about. “What?”

“We know the gigantic crystals are useful in fusion reactors, like the ones inside our mechs.”

These aliens could grow big ass crystals, and the humans could harvest them and use them. Humanity didn’t know how to grow them, and the Vorquethar wanted a home world.

“Do you mean that this is why we’ve never eliminated the queen of the hive?”

“I mean… I’m guessing the Stronghold was specifically built by the military to give the queen a place to live.”

“Oh.”



Yeah. Oh.

It wasn’t like the two sides had sat across from each other and signed accords. The humans hadn’t reached across the table to shake claws with the Vorquethar queen. At least, he hoped not.

Instead they’d showed up, built the Stronghold, and once the queen settled in there, probably clamped it shut somehow. Or raced to set up Outposts around it and swarm it with just enough mech pilots and mechs to keep the numbers manageable.

There was no actual plan to take earth back from the alien menace. This was all just a carefully controlled stalemate on the part of the earth militaries.

Lillia didn’t like hearing these kinds of conspiracy theories.

“—big party to welcome you two down here to Stronghold,” Tildy was saying.

He hadn’t realized the comms were still running. He’d been too focused on his revelations to see the little blinking light in the corner of his UI. Thank fuck he hadn’t been addressing the whole squad down here.

“What?” He asked. “Sorry, I spaced there for a second.”

“We’re going to head into the Outpost, have a nice relaxing sit down, fire up all three of our extruders, and we’re going to have a nice big welcome party.”

Actually, they weren’t going to do that at all. He just needed to figure out what they were going to do instead.

He no longer trusted these people.


37- Captain Jemma Rylance

Ash was sweaty and beginning to smell himself by the time they reached the Outpost.

“Outpost keeps changing locations is the problem,” Tildy said. “Tunnels are alive.”

The Outpost they eventually found their way to was larger than the others, and required 400 orgmats for the two of them to access. He was glad he hadn’t paid the thousand to get access to the Stronghold.

What a strange trap.

“What do you want to do?” Lillia asked.

He wanted to make sure these people couldn’t hurt him. He also wanted to make sure he and Lillia could recharge and heal up. They were both dangerously low on resources.

This Outpost, it stretched back like the Stronghold had, some three hundred meters if he judged it right. Just off to one side, a chasm stretched off into the distance, its end obscured by darkness. He didn’t want to let it get him paranoid again, but the presence of a limitless abyss seemed like a bad sign.

As for the building, it was larger than any other Outpost he’d seen, save the Stronghold. Every fifty meters there was another set of doors that would admit one mech, and one of those doors was now closing on the mech the squad’s fourth team member.

The huge doors that opened to admit them gave them a hangar looking like the interior of every other Outpost he’d come across.

Achievement! Reach Stronghold.

You have managed to penetrate deep into the heart of the subterranean sectors here and reach the actual Vorquethar battle lines. Not many find themselves up to such a challenge.

Reward: +1 Tactical Module node

“Holy—“ Lillia began, but Ash finished it for her.

“Shit,” he muttered.

The Tactical Module node floated out of the hangar and sank into the mech’s sensor array. He now had eight of the things, and Lillia had six. This was amazing.

He brought Waffles up to the large t-shaped charging area.

“As soon as we’re finished here, let’s blow this place,” he said. “We’ve got a Stronghold to obliterate.”

“Are you… are you sure?”

He was sure.

“But what if… won’t we get in trouble with the authorities if we kill the queen? After everything you’ve said, if you’re right, the military would want to keep their supply of the crystals, wouldn’t they?”

“That’s not my mission,” he said.

She was silent longer, long enough that he understood she wouldn’t be joining him. Her mech couldn’t withstand the kind of punishment his could.

“I don’t know…” she trailed off.

The question now was whether or not she’d try to stop him.

The problems didn’t start when he talked with her about this, or switched off the comms with the rest of the squad. The problems started when his mech was fully energized and healed back up.

He couldn’t leave.

The mechanism that delivered energy and Body Points to Waffles was a large t-shaped device, magnetic, which stuck onto the shoulders and midway down the back. It stopped just above the rear hatch in the lower middle of the mech’s back. Normally it just let go any time he went to walk forward, but not this time. He was stuck.

He opened up a comms channel. “Let me out,” he ordered.

“Ash,” Lillia asked, “don’t you want to stay and have a party?”

“Let me go, right now,” he said.

“No can do, buddy,” Tildy said. “We need to go over a few things with you before we can let you be a part of the Stronghold program and get you on the Band.”

You have been offered a Quest: Join the Band.

The Band is an elite force of mech pilots who routinely seeks and destroys packs of mindless rogue Vorquethar to keep the queen in check. These badass diehard motherfuckers give up a lot of time and brave a fuckload of danger in order to keep the earth safe and running like it should, an it’s a huge honor to be offered a place on the team.

Will you accept this quest? Y/N

Yep, there it was, the bullshit nonsense they had worked out with the military apparatus(es) of the world. It even looked to have been written by a bruh.

“Let me out of here,” he said, again.

“Ash, think about this,” Lillia said. “You said we need the crystals, and down here, we get to eat anything we want, we can have the raunchiest kind of sex imaginable. There’s—”

“We run a train on Tildy weekly, bruh,” one of the bruhs said. “It’s hot, too. She’s totally covered by the end of it. And it’s not gay or anything.”

“And it’s all consensual, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Tildy said.

None of this filled him with confidence or the will to remain here. He felt a little sad for the guys, because ‘it not being gay’ was a thing they were worried about, and a little sad for Tildy, because she was probably chosen for this post because she was into some kinky ass shit. He had no interest in running a train on Tildy, or even violently fucking Lillia any longer. He didn’t want gourmet extrusion in this Outpost while they maintained a shitty bottom line. The extruded food might seem real, but it was just mushed out of a 3D printer anyway, and given various different molecules for taste. None of it was natural; in essence, it was just recycled grubs from the sewer level.

He looked around Waffles’s UI for an override, but found himself blocked off. The energizing coupler wasn’t about to let him go.

“Ash?” Lillia asked, after a minute of silence had elapsed.

He was fully energized, and he was fully repaired up to his max Body Points. There was nothing keeping him here except a huge magnet.

“Think it over, bruh. We get three months off every year to head topside, where they send us to a resort and give us everything we’ve ever dreamed of. You want drugs? A bed full of exotic girls? You want backstage passes to concerts and tours of Venice and shit? We’ve got all that.”

Thinking fast, he went to grab up the Tactical Modules he’d need in the coming fight. Four of his nodes went towards peak energy performance: Systems Efficacy Enhancement and Energy Reclamation Unit. Thankfully, he now had eight of these things, and that meant he was only halfway full. So he added on Explosive Ordnance Enhancement and the new one, Retributive Damage Burst while they tried their desperate sales pitches.

And while they got contingency plans into position.

Ash didn’t want to wait longer. The other mechs were likely to surround this hangar and try to force him out. Instead he reached up, looking over his shoulder at what the sensors showed, and shotgun blasted the base of the coupler hanging from the ceiling.

It actually took three shotgun blasts, and a whole lot of concerned shouts over the comms. Tildy’s voice cut off mid shout, saying something that was probably ‘get into position.’

He stomped out of the hangar and immediately fired a shotgun blast into the face of the mech he found there.

“Ash, it’s me!” Lillia called.

“It didn’t take much to brainwash you, did it?”

“I only—”

He ran the other way and away from her.

Another mech ran out of the distance, one of the bruhs but he engaged the warp thrusters. It wasn’t a great idea, since he was facing a chasm that stretched well off into the darkness, but he couldn’t fight three fully armed mechs. They weren’t Vorquethar, and they sure as shit weren’t the mindless bugs and grubs he’d been killing left and right to reach this place. They had special attacks, coordination, and experience. He might be pretty good, but he wasn’t ‘I do this nine months out of the year and the other three fuck model gorgeous hookers’ good.

Okay he had fucked a bunch of gorgeous women before coming here. But they weren’t hookers…

He got another headache, flying over the abyss. Concentrating on his past was bad for his health.

After a fashion he began to wonder what would give out first: the mechanisms in his thrusters, the fusion reactors powering those thrusters, or his mind. As far as he could see now, in all directions, was nothing. Pure blackness, the likes of which people can hardly conceive of. He asked Waffles to time his flight through the limitless chasm, and stopped goggling at the slow count up of seconds and minutes after crossing the six minute mark.

“Is there anything below us you can sense?”

“No,” Waffles told him. “Wait… I’m getting some faint Vorquethar energy readings.”

“Let me guess… from below us?”

“You are correct.”

He cut the thrusters and dropped.

***

It felt like he was dying. He fell, and fell, and fell, until sudden warning klaxons blared and the thrusters kicked in automatically. He slowed, but still stomped down on the ground here hard enough to rattle his teeth.

“Well shit,” he muttered.

Now on the bottom of the abyssal drop, he peered around with every sensor Waffles had available. Waffles had lamps, and shining them around gave him an impression of a gigantic cavern, not cut, but naturally formed. The more he looked around though, the more he became convinced this kilometers long and deep cavern wasn’t naturally formed. Nor was it tunneled. It felt more like it was eroded. Like acid had been sprayed over the walls and dripped down for… years. Decades. Millennia. Eons. The walls seemed to drip and flow. In places he could see the acid dripping down, and Waffles confirmed it with sensors, rather than damage him when he touched it.

And it was everywhere. He now had to watch his step everywhere down here. Pools of acid weren’t just commonplace, they were the majority of the flooring. Only a handful of places were acid free. The same applied to the walls: only a few places didn’t run rampant with the stuff. It gleamed yellow green in the dim light provided by his floodlights.

Blindly scrambling around in the dark eventually put him in contact with more familiar tunnels. The kind he recognized. He ended up having to double back any time he came up to a lake of acid. He tried thruster firing over the first one he came to, only to have the ceiling slope down into the acid itself. He was forced to use tow cables, turn himself awkwardly around without setting a toe into the boiling lake, and thruster himself back the way he’d come.

It was the same for the gigantic chasm room where he’d dropped down. He went back and tried the other way, only to see acid creeping up over the entirety of the floor. It sat in a sort of pond, and the moment he considered using his thrusters to head over it going this way, a creature popped out of the acid lake and tried to slap a tentacle at him. 

He couldn’t even attack this thing, since it was literally covered in acid. It looked like images of octopus or other deep sea creatures on land, flattened down and mushy. It looked like if it stayed out here for long enough it would just shred itself apart.

He went back the other way, to the other smaller tunnels.

With the chasm room… Sure he could try to tow cable himself up higher and thruster blast over it, but he had no way of seeing the other end. He also had no good way of knowing how long the acid octopus might be. No thank you.

So he returned to the smaller, rocky-floored tunnels and continued navigating them. Any time he came to a whole floor covered in acid, he would simply turn around, or slowly back away to make sure a tentacle didn’t reach out and wrap him up, then drag a corrosive body up onto Waffles.

Eventually he came upon different sorts of enemies.

Mechs.

He bungled into a mech and fired several shotgun blasts at it before realizing it was a heap of scrap. It had been killed and stuck up against the wall, where it had been fused there.

Achievement unlocked! Reach the Root

A tree always grows upward from its deepest point. You have discovered the lowest point the Vorquethar ever tunneled. The last person to do so met a grisly end.

Reward: The Formula

What the fuck was a formula? Or rather, not just any formula, but The Formula, capital T and capital F.

The Formula (mech enhancement)

Your nanites will now surround your mech in a sheen of acid proof coating. Each Body Point is reconfigured with the same chemical configuration. You can withstand the ravages of acid produced by the Vorquethar.

He stared at this. Incredible. There were several areas of the map above him that he would love to head back and investigate. It was possible he would find more upgrades or Tactical Modules above, though he didn’t have the time.

He had to… he needed to hurry, because…

A spike of pain nailed itself down into his head.

He had to hurry.

Now that he could splash through the acid puddles and eventually through the entire river of acid down here, he was thrilled to have received The Formula. If he’d used tow cables and thruster blasted the other way in the chasm room, he might never have found this place or this wondrous enhancement.

Gradually, he became aware of a beating. A low, basso thing deep in the metal of the mech he was piloting, and eventually in his bones. It grew louder, and reverberated through him more and more, as time went on and he navigated the tunnels.

He did indeed meet and fight other mechs. One of these was slumped against the floor and half dissolved in acid, but it quickly rose and attacked him. Thankfully it moved with a zombie-like jerky slowness he loved in his enemies. The next one was actually two, with the top half of the mech coming at him using only its arms, while the lower half rose and rushed at him with thrusters, then began kicking at him.

This was far more dangerous, and he took damage from the flying kick, but put down the mech’s top half a moment before the legs screamed back toward him in a move he associated with fighting video games. A shotgun blast knocked it off course and away from him, then several claw attacks killed it.

Unfortunately none of these resulted in new Tactical Modules (not that he could equip them) or other mech enhancements.

The thrumming, however, grew louder.

He was attacked by larger numbers of dead mechs, inhabited by some manner of Vorquethar creatures, and they gave off little of the red purple energy that helped keep Waffles in Body Points. He had to choose his battles very carefully, often backing off to take them on one at a time, or force them around corners where the whole mass couldn’t attack him at once.

It was after one of these fights that he peered back at a section of tunnel he’d already passed, and saw an odd crack in the wall invisible when he’d initially passed by.

“All right,” he muttered, and crashed through it.

Another dead and silent mech stared up at him. How many was it now? Every single one the military had ever thrown at the alien menace, it seemed.

It didn’t move. Even after he prodded it with Waffles’s enormous foot, it failed to move.

Instead, a voice came over the comms. It was a woman’s voice, and tired. So tired.

“If you’re hearing this, it means I’m dead. It also means you’re close.”

“The fuck,” he breathed.

“You’re just a few tunnels away from the queen. Because you’re a real person and not one of those god-damned aliens, you’ll receive this transmission.

“Directly under this mech is my vibro-sword. You’ll need to link it to the fusion reactors that power your mech or your warp thruster rockets, assuming you have those. Once that happens, you’ll have a much better weapon to use against the aliens.

“I also assume you turned down the go-alongers. I don’t know what they call themselves, but they go along to get along. They abandoned their mission to just deal with the spawn of the queen instead of attempting to strike at the source. Fuck those traitors. Those pieces of filth.”

The woman’s voice sighed deeply and she grunted. “I’m making this transmission because I’m dying and there’s nothing I can do about it. My exo pod won’t have the power to reach the nearest Outpost, and even if I go to that Outpost the fucking go-alongers will kill me. Fucking cowards. They could probably take the queen down with their numbers. Three full squads of mech pilots and they can’t even finish their mission.”

He wondered how long ago this was made. There was only a single full squad calling themselves The Band.

He shared her sentiment. Fuck them.

“That’s it. This is Captain Jemma Rylance signing off. Oh…” Here she coughed several times. “…if you can, relay my body, or at least this message back up to the surface so my family knows what happened to me. Tell them I never went off mission.”

“I will,” he told the ghost of the woman.

“Sealing… myself… into this cavern… now. Good luck, hero. Don’t fail like I did.”

Ash grabbed up the vibro-sword buried just under the dirt, and switched it on.

He was holding the mech version of a lightsaber.


38- Ash and Buddy

Congratulations! You have gained the mech enhancement Vibro-sword.

This sword deals double the damage of your regular claws, and additional damage if held in two hands.

Ash was in it, now. He had lost himself, and in the place of pre-apocalypse Ash was a farm boy from America’s breadbasket who had answered the call, sexed his way out of his small town, and worked hard to be the mech pilot to finally end all this. Right now the Esotericum, for all intents and purposes, was not a threat to him. The Vorquethar queen was.

If his fists had dealt one damage, as he’d once upon a time calculated, and the punch claws dealt two, the vibro-sword now dealt four damage. It could deal five at a strike, if he held it with both hands. It was more damage than a shotgun blast, which was worth three damage each.

He had stopped doing those calculations, because he was fully immersed without the spork. Instead he simply knew that he needed to dish out a lot of punishment but didn’t have a lot of Body Points to do that.

Ash reached forward and touched the mech’s acid-eaten head. The moment he did so, a message appeared.

You have reached a rest area. Enemies may not find you here. This dead mech has the power to assist you in unequipping and installing Tactical Modules.

Do you wish to alter your equipped Tactical Modules? Y/N

He did. Instead of the extra damage from the missiles, he added on the Mnemos Nanogel Accelerator for faster attacking. He knew instinctively that using the sword would be better than burning through Body Points for micro-missile salvos. Afterwards, he needed to remove one of the other TacMods to put on the Anchorage Enhancement and eliminate the knock back effect of melee strikes. Unfortunately this cost two nodes, so the Energy Reclamation Unit had to go.

This left him with one more, so he added the Retributive Damage Burst as his final module.

He left after thanking Captain Jemma Rylance one final time.

He got the measure of the vibro-sword a number of times over the next half hour. Even while the monumental thudding all around him grew louder, he came upon Vorquethar heavy hitters, fast hitters, and a few more trap mechs. These last ones now exploded when killed, so he had to slice them, kick them away and hit them with a shotgun blast if he didn’t want to take damage. On the other hand, he had Vorquethar to drain, so he could afford to take damage here and there, then heal up that damage. He kept wading in through acid, which affected his footing a bit. In time, he grew used to the idea of treading through five or ten meters of pure acid. He was lucky that all his nanites now had whatever special enzyme or polymer built into their construction. Waffles spent more than a little time absorbing inorganic material from the tunnel walls once he’d carved through them with the vibro-sword.

“Come on,” he muttered. “It’s a lightsaber. We’re far below the surface of the earth here, and there’s no copyright infringement down here. Call it what it is.”

The tunnel system reached an abrupt end in what he thought was a roughly donut-shaped series of tunnels. He bet that if he’d gone the other way around, and fully submerged Waffles in the acid pools, there would have been a way through after all. He shuddered to think of what would happen if he’d taken enough damage to spit out the evacuation pod while in over his head in acid.

“Nope,” he muttered. “No no no no no. No thank you. No way no how.”

This new cavern wasn’t so monumentally different from the rest: it was sculpted from acid, a huge pool of acid lay in the center, and some chemical reaction inside the acid pond—or lake rather—caused it to glow. The eerie yellow green light wasn’t what he was used to seeing after his white flood lamps and the red purple energy of the Vorquethar. Platforms of rock or metal stood here or there, rising to various heights. All of these looked half melted, like the biggest candles the world had ever seen.

Also in the center of the room, a bug the size of a shopping mall.

The Vorquethar queen—it couldn’t be anything else—stood maybe ten stories high when she reared up. Nearly high enough to graze the ceiling. She had spindly arms ending in bifurcated hands. Double the hands held double the swords, and these swords were about as long as Waffles was tall.

“Holy crap,” he muttered.

She looked a bit like an HR Geiger alien had morphed together with a dinosaur, and covered itself with rocky metal plating. She had no eyes, or else they were behind a solid metallic mask that covered the upper part of her head. The lower part was composed entirely of teeth. So, so many teeth. There were even little appendages brimming with teeth, to feed things like Waffles into that mouth.

“Hooooooleeeeee,” he muttered.

A counterbalancing tail made her seem even longer, if that were possible, and she was held up by four pillar-like legs. These also ended in doubled up feet, the enormous T-Rex foot but pointed in basically all directions.

If only he had the squad and Lillia here.

The queen roared out, spraying acidic saliva towards him.

“Wait…” he said.

This wasn’t the queen after all. Behind the massive Dino-alien sat a large, lumpen thing wriggling with life. It pushed out an egg while Ash watched, which sank into the acid pool.

If he had kept both the energy saving TacMods, he would have a hundred energy to fire off railgun shots at the thing. An experimental shot saw the protector move into the line of fire and deflect the shot off its rocky metal face plate.

“It was worth a shot,” he told himself, and started heading out wide when the big bad charged in.

He was going to call this creature… buddy.

“Okay buddy,” he told it, and raised his sword to block its sweeping slash. Thrusters assisted in making sure he wasn’t thrown a hundred meters into the cavern wall, and instead he landed on one of the high platforms. It was far, far more powerful than he was, and that made sense. Fucker was something like a hundred meters tall.

The beast came in again, and this time Ash jumped high and swiped the sword across its forearm. Although it didn’t lose the sword, it clearly took damage. Blood glowing with reddish purple radiation dripped from the wound.

He dashed back again as it sprinted toward him, swiping with all four blades. It left itself open after that, but there wasn’t enough time for him to exploit that before it slammed its tail against the nearby pillar and brought broken stalactites and rocks tumbling down everywhere.

“Dodge and move,” he muttered. “Figure out the pattern. I got you, buddy. Bring it on.”

The game was cat and mouse now, with Ash always retreating. He no longer burned through energy just using short thruster dashes, but for faster escapes using the tow cables, he did have to go through energy.

Dodges happened at lightning speed, over and over again. He also deflected sword strikes just before thruster dashing left and right for those follow up strikes he couldn’t possibly block.

Although all the other boss monsters he’d fought had settled into mindless patterns. There had been some three or four moves they’d had, and sometimes did them in a randomized order, but in the end he’d figured out which tells led to which moves. Buddy had at least six… no, seven.

“Eight,” he muttered.

Eight moves and counting.

It would sweep in with broad slashes of both swords like a roundhouse. This could be followed by a pounding tail attack, if he was on a pedestal. The tail attack stunned him for a second if he didn’t jump into the air off the pedestal. Regardless of whether he was on the ground or not, several stalactites and rocks fell from above to try whacking into him.

As the rocks fell, Buddy wasn’t idle. He would sometimes dash in with his other slashing maneuvers, like the x-shaped set of slices he did, the double diagonal down slashes one after another, left and right. Buddy also employed the head butt, since he had a rock or metal face mask. He had a jab followed by a second jab with the other connected sword. He had a dash maneuver where he scraped all four blades across the sides of pedestal platforms. Ash could get trampled beneath the many enormous feet if he tried to dodge aside, or struck by the falling rocks if he tried leaping over Buddy’s arms.

It was a lot, and that wasn’t even it. Buddy also had the ability to launch himself upward and land directly on a pedestal. This was utterly terrifying, like watching an aircraft carrier suddenly launch itself into the air and come down just as hard. The crush of all those feet was seismic, again able to stun Ash.

All those things happened with slight tells. Buddy always reached back before sweeping around. Buddy drew his blades in tight before jabbing. He roared before dashing forward. He crouched and put his hands to the flood before leaping onto a pedestal.

He was down to five Body Points by the time he started to see the pattern and the tells. Crouch and leap, roar and dash, reach and slash, second roar and dash, another reach and slash, tongue dart and x-cut. As the seconds spun out into minutes of dodging and retreating, around in a circle, Ash started to see the openings the great beast left him. They were there, but they weren’t long. His first instinct was always to get into a better position to see and react to the next attack, but at the same time he wasn’t dealing any damage back. If he kept this up, it was just a matter of time before he lost his last Body Point.

Then who knew what the hell would happen? The pod would have to make the return journey all the way to Cultivation Outpost. He doubted he’d get that far.

So after the second blade was blocked, he started lashing out with his claws or blasting the arm with his shotgun. After the tail slammed into the pedestals and he landed, he slashed downwards with the brand new sword, held in two hands.

After every attack he had only a split second to recognize what was coming and the best way to dodge it. Two minutes became five, five became ten. The landscape might have been littered with rocks from all the stalactites, but Buddy made sure they were ground back to dust underfoot.

Ash leapt and dodged, blocked and used his thrusters, and in the half moments in between, he punched outwards or blasted with the shotgun. At one point he backed against the pedestal when its tail went crashing into the rock just beside him, and got three whole attacks off in a row.

Its roars of fury grew louder, and Ash began to laugh at it.

“Come on, Buddy, we gotta get past this part, okay? We need closure.”

Buddy crouched and leapt upwards.

“Hey, Buddy, you need to hit me, all right?”

Buddy roared and dashed at him.

He circled the enormous beast again and again, always on the defensive, only ever darting in for the quick attack when he could spare a half second.

The moment came, finally. The beast staggered back and crashed into one of the platforms. Ash had seen this before, and immediately began to charge up his Vorquethar energy converter to heal up. He got one, then two Body Points back before the battled changed.

Several of the smaller Vorquethar began hatching out of their eggs in the lake of acid and lumbering out toward him.

“Buddy, I thought this was between you and me,” he muttered.

Two, then a third of the enormous armored bugs trundled up out of the lake and toward him.

Pale imitations. These things were not nearly so amazing as the creature reeling against the pedestal.

Still, he could not afford to dance around this big motherfucker while these little guys clogged up his avenues of escape.

Ash shot forward and met the first of them with a sword slash.

“Ohhhhh,” he cooed, watching as his vibro-sword went cleanly through the shield it carried and lopped its arm off. He used the lightsaber again and again, killing the creature after two more swings.

A roar announced that Buddy was back.

“Shit,” he muttered, and blasted off the ground, toward the nearest pedestal… which wasn’t there.

“Shit shit shit!” he yelled now. Buddy had blasted this pedestal to smithereens from thrashing against it. Burning his thrusters even longer gave him the next one, which also creaked and crackled like it wasn’t going to survive much longer.

Buddy approached, and Ash changed tactics.

Sensing a horizontal slash, he darted in and slashed at the beast’s face again and again. The creature’s huge reach meant the swords both went way wide. He kept right on slashing as it used its momentum to pummel its tail into the pedestal’s rock.

It too came crashing down.

The other two large Vorquethar were nearing, so Ash thruster dashed backwards, just in time to miss getting trampled and chomped on. Buddy was dashing forward and snapping his entirely-too-many teeth.

In fact, he was at the perfect range to slash at the beast’s face several more times in quick succession.

Another roar this time, but louder and longer.

“What are you—“

Buddy began stomping and stomping, an attack he had never made before.

The whole room began to rumble and shake.

“Shit!” He called, and made a quick thruster blast over toward the creature.

Buddy was still thrashing and throwing a temper tantrum when he began cutting at its neck.

In the meantime, pedestals and platforms shook, and some of them collapsed. The sound was cataclysmic. Ash was thankful he didn’t have to suffer that noise in person, and that Waffles dampened it for him.

He wasn’t sure what happened next, exactly. One second he was floating around Buddy and carving him up; the next, he was smashing against the cavern wall some hundred fifty meters away. He’d lost his two regained Body Points again.

It was getting harder and harder to avoid the two smaller Vorquethar while also contending with Buddy, what with the platforms and pedestals being destroyed before his eyes.

Another quick dash took him across to where one of the smaller creatures stood, poised to block him, but it lost its shield and shield arm a second later. It lost its head when Ash shot back the other way. It lost its body when Buddy came rampaging through on a dash maneuver. The whole thing was thrown into the acid lake and quickly sank into the depths.

Ash landed on Buddy’s back and slammed his sword down into the creature. Then, with his other hand, he started pumping his shotgun into the creature’s neck. Over and over, it blasted, and over and over acidic blood shot out of the thing, splattering Waffles.

The creature went insane, flailing its arms and swords, but he was the one itch the creature couldn’t scratch. Some ten shotgun blasts later, it gave out one last roar, and fell down dead.

“All right,” he muttered, and immediately engaged the Vorquethar energy converter again, just in case. This thing might just have one form, or it might morph into a huge evil moth or something. He hoped not. He couldn’t handle if this thing in the darkness the whole time actually transported him to a brightness realm and he had to fight the daytime bugs instead.

“No thank you,” he muttered.

Amazingly, there was no additional boss fight to be had. He made short work of the final Vorquethar enemy, now that he knew they couldn’t withstand his lightsaber. He then sped across the acid lake, flying above it with his thrusters.

Wait…

The word entered his mind, giving him an instant headache.

Wait, hero…


39- A Break To Find Some Clothes

Ash didn’t want tot wait. Still, it was quite a twist to have the queen of an alien species communicate with him.

I offer you wealth. Riches and pleasure beyond your wildest dreams.

“I’m all right,” he said. “We can’t… I don’t think we’re meant for each other.”

I will reserve the Stronghold only for you. Fill it with the most beautiful of women. You adore women… I know this, for I can see your mind.

“Listen, it’s not you, it’s me,” he said.

Such pleasure you have never before experienced can be yours. You will be a king, standing upon a mountain of willing female flesh.

“I… can’t. I’m looking to move on, see? I can’t be tied down like this.”

Now, Ash had had his fair share of sex, but he wasn’t a pick up artist or a lady’s man by any stretch. He was just a guy who occasionally caught the interest of women hot enough for his friends back home to make that face at him. That nodding, slightly frowning, eyebrows raised sort of face, telling him he’d somehow had sex with a woman out of his league. He didn’t have a number of partners that was astronomical, or even particularly impressive. It wasn’t about that.

A mountain of ladies though…

“That sounds like it would start to stink in a hurry,” he said.

With that, he opened the micro missile launchers at the mech’s shoulders and sent out wave after wave of missiles. At the same time, he lowered the railgun into position and fired it directly into the heart of this filthy, pulsating creature. This wailing invader.

And when he was all but spent, he swept the lightsaber back and forth through the thing over, and over, and over again.

It shrieked into his mind, making his headache worse and worse. He actually started hallucinating. Each time it took damage another pulse of psychic agony went through his mind, showing him images that made no sense: an angel girl frozen at the door, watching him have sex with a bipedal lizard. A woman made entirely of water urging him to fuck another woman made entirely of lava and volcanic rock. A woman who was essentially an octopus bent on having sex with him.

Maybe he was something of a lady’s man after all. Either that or just lucky.

Eventually the creature died, and with it went the headache. Ash had a nosebleed, a real gusher from both nostrils, but it wasn’t any issue. He had the Vorquethar energy converter bring him back up to five Body points, then lightsabered several of the nearby eggs and harvested more of the reddish purple energy, so he could repair Waffles all the way.

Then he set out on his journey the fuck out of here.

He didn’t bother reading the achievement he’d just gotten.

***

Ash was slightly disappointed not to run into The Band on his way back up and out of here. He was less disappointed to run into a contrite Lillia coming out of the area, near the entrance to the Stronghold.

Her voice came over the comms. “Ash?”

“That’s me.”

“Oh thank fuck. I don’t know if I can make it all the way back. Those assholes have the Cultivation Outpost blockaded. I can’t… I’m low on everything.”

They found their way to the fast-travel network instead. This gave them access to a bunch of different places, and one of them was the Shallows. It was a long and rather boring ride, so they swapped stories.

Lillia was absolutely flabbergasted to learn about The Formula, the vibro-sword, and Buddy. She laughed when he told her about the name, but stopped laughing when he described how it had fucking four arms and slashed at him like crazy. The battle had stretched to nearly a half hour, an unthinkable amount of time to be continuously jumping, dodging, ducking, attacking, deflecting and generally trying not to die.

Her mood changed when he asked about what she’d been doing over the course of the last several hours.

“Those people are just… well they’re a couple of beers short of a case, you know?” They had each been offered everything they wanted by the queen of the Vorquethar, and they had accepted. “I slipped out while they were dog piling that freak Matilda. She really did just want to bone everybody at once, all the time. It was… too much for me.”

Ash noted she hadn’t said it was disgusting, just that she couldn’t handle that much. He filed that away from later.

Eventually they hit Frontier Outpost, where Torald greeted them with a sling, and Cecilianna greeted them with a brand new baby. She and the newborn both beamed at him, while he felt both amazed and exhausted.

“You had any contact with central command?” he asked.

“Funny you should mention,” the old bastard said, glowering. “Seems they started calling about two hours ago… that’d be right around the time you liberated our planet of an alien queen, huh?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sounds about right.”

“About fuckin’ time,” he growled. “I been waiting over a decade for someone to finally put this fucker to rest.”

“What’ll you do now?” he asked.

“I’m thinking about punching the first higher up who pins a medal to my chest. After that, maybe somewhere tropical, with lots of fruity alcohol.”

Ash nodded, and tried not to grin at the tug on his sleeve. “I gotta hit the sack, all right?”

Torald nodded, and grinned. “Give her hell, kid.”

“Huh?”

He only had a moment to react before Lillia crashed into his arms in a jumping full body hug. Ne nearly fell over from the weight of her, but managed to catch her with only several steps staggered back.

He grinned as she kissed him, loving the feel of her in his arms and the way she moaned into his mouth.

And in about thirty minutes, he was going to wonder just why in the fuck she had transformed into a crystal, and why the room transformed into the bedroom of a duke’s castle, complete with a roaring fire in the fireplace, a canopy over the expansive four poster bed, and silken sheets.

It got even weirder once he received the message.

Congratulations! You have united the system of earth. A unified system will allow for the correct flow of magic throughout the entire planet. It will mean a higher capacity of magic overall. It also means imprisoning the maidens of each of the conquered systems is no longer necessary.

“What the—”

The crystals around him, each just larger than a football, all began to glow with soft powder blue light. They also began to glitter and spin, throwing glimmers of light on the stone walls of the room, where rain was pouring down and the thick cloud cover made the whole place quite dark. Those glittering tiny triangles of light intersected one another, threw out bits of rainbow color here and there, and continued to glow brighter and brighter.

“Um. Excuse me… what’s happening?”

He sort of knew, though. He was now the Ash Phoenix who had survive purchasing a skyship from the treacherous Ray Eastman, who had briefly become the messiah figure for a goddess… and then turned against her for some reason? He was the same Ash Phoenix who had led the taking of several cities by sky ship navy.

After that his memories went from weird to downright inexplicable.

There was no considering that, however. The ghostly forms of women were inside those crystals, which continued to glow brighter and brighter. They continued to spin, both around a central axis for each of them, and also around in a large circle of the crystals themselves. The girls weren’t spinning, however. All of them faced him, thankfully, instead of spinning around faster and faster in their crystals.

He barked out a laugh, imagining all of these mystery women getting dizzy and then sick from spinning around so fast.

The crystals themselves orbited around in a larger and larger circle, missing the floor and ceiling by millimeters. The glow intensified more and more, until he couldn’t even look at it.

A hum grew as well, until finally after several unbearably loud, unbearably bright minutes, all the crystals cracked. They shattered into millions of magical little pieces. And just like that, both the hum and the light died out, leaving him exactly where he was: in Frontier Outpost, where he’d just finished nailing Lillia as hard as she wanted him to. Or rather, the place Frontier Outpost used to be; the large room with the fireplace, made primarily of stone and sporting a balcony fending off the rain somehow.

“What in the…”

“Ash!”

The first to tackle him was Zirennia. He hadn’t seen her for some time, and there’d been… there’d been a battle outside of this world. With aliens.

His headache intensified.

Zirennia was hugging him and kissing his face over and over again as the jumble of memories hit him. He’d locked her in a crystal… when… when he’d defeated the space game. She now sported the tiefling horns and the eyes with the strange pupils that looked goat-like. She was also naked.

The second to bowl into him was Mylindria. The half-gnome with the wheat gold hair was largely unchanged from the CivPunk system, grinning down at him.

“Hey you,” she said. “Is that a big ass cock in your pants or are you not wearing any pants?”

He laughed.

“What the hell is going on?” Mae asked. She had been the redhead waitress in the crab shack game, and once he’d ascended to Michelin star rating in the game, she’d transformed into a crystal like the others. “Where… why… when… what…”

“That’s pretty much all the questions,” Mylindria said, grinning and giggling. “So, are we having a big old rematch here? Is this Ash versus all the girls?”

“This is Ash set us all free,” Zirennia said. “I’ve been in that crystal for months.”

“I was in a crystal,” Mae said disbelievingly. “I… was trapped in a crystal.” She didn’t remember much of it, except apparently the remnants of the pleasure she’d been feeling when Ash sealed her in there.

Lillia was standing there staring at her nude self, still dripping with his seed. She looked incredible there, unchanged essentially. She was still a human. Tall, wide hips, big breasts, lustrous blonde hair, and a cute nose all served to make her look seductive and domineering. The confused look and the cum on her fingertips worked against that.

Above her head it now read <Human Fighter, Master level 3>.

Some of the others he hadn’t met. The orc girl he found was named Callie, and she didn’t understand what was going on. He found <Orcish Barbarian, Master level 12> floating above her head. The one reading Siya told him she was a <Dragonite Bard, Master level 23> which was both confusing and impressive. She was the one… the one…

His head pulsed with pain.

She had disappeared when it was revealed that Omega hadn’t pleasured his partners with that gigantic dong of his. She had been Omega’s number two, part of his Gallantir five on five fighting team.

He blinked away some of the pain, wondering what the hell Gallantir was, and turned his attention to the others.

Mae was only identifiable as Mae because it said Mae in the description above her head. She had gone from a redhead into a blue-green, tentacle-haired woman with a jellyfish-like body and spots of bioluminescence. The rest of her description was <Cephellian Warlock, Master level 10>.

The last was someone called Daisy, who had become a half-fae, half-dryadic, and was a Skirmisher at Master, level 25.

Zirennia’s read <Tiefling Wizard, Expert level 10>, while Mylindria’s read <Half-gnome, Half-dwarf Arcane Trickster, Master level 11>.

So there was that.

It took a little work, with the girls reacting very differently to the present circumstances. Mae wanted to approach him but also freaking out over the fact that she was blue, squishy, and couldn’t remember anything after the crab shack. She’d been doing so well, raking in the dollars, while more and more influential and rich patrons made reservations. She’d had a whole book full of signatures, for fuck’s sake! She wasn’t a… what was this… cephellian.

Lillia had less of a problem adjusting, since she remained a human. She still wandered over toward the balcony leading to a commanding view of the countryside. She gasped at that countryside view, since it was composed of floating rocks, breathtaking waterfalls seemingly out of nowhere, and parts of the castle floating around, sporting lookout towers and artillery pieces.

Ash hadn’t met Daisy or Callie at all. Both were staring at their bodies like they were completely new experiences. Their attention was eventually arrested by the character sheet information, and they lost themselves in reading over their stats, reading about the abilities they now had, and reading over the action decks they now sported.

And then there was Siya.

She was a dragonite, basically what you’d get if a dragon had sex with a human and the result was a pretty even split. She had deep violet, nearly black scales and those bright green reptilian eyes snakes or crocodilians had. From her throat down to where she was dressed—she was the only one dressed—her scales were a strange shade of light pink. She was dressed, because the moment he had conquered the territory belonging to Omega, Siya had been the consort he had unconsciously taken as an exertion of his will over that system.

The headache was nearly crushing him.

Siya was dressed in a fine cloak of black satin, with a pink lining within, along with comfortable but fine breeches, and a large pendant of black crystal sitting on her chest. She also had on black leather riding boots.

The dragonite girl strode up to him and slapped him across the face.

All the freaking out, all the distracted reading, and any exuberant reunions stopped with that whip crack echoing around the room.

“I don’t know who you think you are,” the dragonite said in a dusky Indian accent, “but you have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Fair,” he said. “Do you mind if we take a break to find some clothes before we do that?”

She nodded sharply.

There was a period of time spent getting cleaned up and hunting down clothes. The castle staff, weirdly, weren’t surprised to find them here, and quickly had baths drawn and servants sent for. They needed time to assemble clothes to fit the girls of various size, ranging from just over three feet (Mylindria) to taller than Ash (Daisy and Zirennia).

Once done, Ash joined them in a small hall, where they sat around a long table laid with a feast. Several of them immediately dug in, complaining that they hadn’t eaten in months, while Lillia stared around in wonder, and Siya stared daggers at him with arms folded.

He explained by parroting the system notification he’d just been shown: he had just unified the systems of the whole world, and that meant none of the crystals containing the girls needed to hold them any longer.

And why, Siya demanded, were the girls being held in crystals in the first place?

Ash wasn’t entirely sure why they needed to be girls, but it seemed as though the crystals were a manifestation of willpower over the conquered systems.

He’d done this, because… unifying the systems… was good. They needed… to fight off some kind of… threat. The girls didn’t exactly believe him this time, Siya especially. Actually, he confessed, there was a memory situation. Old memories were giving him a headache, and he had just transitioned over from Lillia’s system to this one, where apparently he had a completely different set of abilities and stats, and had—this couldn’t be correct—a Legend level Luck skill.

“Legend?” Zirennia asked. “Legend tier? Where is Legend?”

“After… Grandmaster, I think. And below godly, I assume. I haven’t gotten there.” Yet.

She let out a low whistle.

“Get back to the explanation,” Siya demanded.

He’d just finished with Lillia’s system, which was why she remembered everything down to the smallest detail about her time as an Outpost merchant, and later mech pilot.

“Mech pilot?” Siya asked, incredulous. “Mech? As in gigantic robot built for waging war?”

Lillia confirmed this was correct.

“Why didn’t you unify under the mech system then?” Siya demanded. “Whatever threat you need to fight off, surely it would be easier to squash with gigantic battle robots.”

“Actually,” a voice said from the doorway, “vast cosmic power is far better than battle robots.” Ashley stopped and tapped her finger against her chin in thought. “Maybe not far better, but definitely better.”

In typical Ashley fashion, she threw off her clerical cloak to reveal a white bodysuit, which hugged her curves exceptionally well. Stirring forward, hips swinging from side to side, she grinned at Ash, and when she reached him, leaped into his arms and wrapped her legs around him.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” she whispered, and kissed him hard, full of passion.


40- After The Crystals Cracked

Distantly, Waffles sprang into being. Ash instantly saw the lavish interior of the Wind Runner, again upgraded while he was away. He came into being formed of pure magic, a whole array of colors swirling into the form of an adorable golden retriever. A nearby kobold shrieked with delight and rushed over to where the doggie’s tail was already wagging. She fell to her knees and hugged tight to the pup’s neck, murmuring about how cut the dog was and how much she missed it. It quickly devolved into baby talk.

Ash felt the distant sensation of the kobold scratching behind his ears and snorted laughter.

“Huh?” Ashley asked.

“Seffie. She’s with Waffles.”

And now Aria was with Waffles as well. The curvaceous green-skinned goblin padded over on big fuzzy slippers, grinning down at the display of cuteness.

Ashley took his face in both hands, staring deeply into his eyes. “Here. With me. Now.”

Then she kissed him again, soft, tender and insistent. And soon, full of tongue.

Ash knew this kiss, because she had the spork in her possession. This was a performative kiss, the kind that established ownership. Ash wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all. Behind her all the girls from the Wind Runner entered the hall: Evie, the twins, Rachel, Tinniel, Aria, Seffie, Kayle Jai and also the new recruit from the platformer system, Bynes.

The only member of the Wind Runner who he hadn’t been in bed with was the blue wizard. With Ashley, that was eight. Including crystal girls Zirennia, Mylindria, Mae and Lillia, he now had an even dozen women who’d had sex with him in one room. That fact was staggering enough on its own.

“We… have a problem,” he said.

“We need to celebrate first,” Evie said, grinning at him. “And I’m not talking cake and cookies, all right? I’m talking the kind of party where I’m unable to swear like a fucking sailor the whole time.”

“I fully agree,” Rachel said, grinning. Behind her, the twins locked eyes with one another, grinned, and nodded at Ash.

Ash immediately caught the glint in Zirennia’s eye. She was imagining all the sex she’d be able to watch. He then chuckled at seeing the exact same glint in Clarian Bynes’s eye. She would be seen.

Kayle Jai rolled her eyes. “Is this really nec—”

“Yes, yes it is,” Evie declared. “We’ve been having to make do with pallid replicas for the last several months—”

“It’s only been about a week,” Tinniel protested.

“Listen, my engine runs on bones. Evie needs a nice bone, and she needs it like a week ago. And basically every day.”

An aura flared throughout the room, spreading over the lot of them. It was all pervasive, thick and heavy. It was also accompanied by an odor, heavy but sweet, that threatened to unravel his ability to think. A boom of thunder accompanied the magic. Ash’s UI informed him that he had barely succeeded a Hearts (Tough) check initiated by Siya. She had literally stamped on the floor. All eyes turned her way, and found her near-black nostrils flaring.

“The man said we have a problem,” she said. “He’s not wrong, though I think his view of the situation is far different than mine. That problem is why I was imprisoned, and what punishment this man will suffer as a result of that wrongful imprisonment.”

“That is… not going to happen,” Ash said.

“How dare you?” she breathed.

“If I have a read on events, these two were witness to you and Omega abusing women.” Ash indicated Daisy and Callie, who were staring daggers at Siya.

“Lucky for us, Omega is dead. Unlucky for us, and lucky for you, he’s probably still out there. He probably had a Full Revive on him when I killed him the first time.”

"You…” she breathed, and started marching towards him with murderous intent.

By now, Ash had his faculties about him. He remembered everything, thanks to the spork. Everything included his full capabilities from his action deck, and that included The Devil’s Own Luck.

The Devil’s Own Luck

Special Ability, Ultra Rare

Passive: This card is always drawn if you have not already cast it from your action deck.

Activate this ability using high mana to use your Diamonds (Lucky) to cause fortuitous events to happen in order for you to evade enemy attacks and damage the enemy without needing to act.

Actual results are based on the difference between your Diamonds (Lucky) and your targets’ Diamonds (Lucky) or resistances. Damage results are based on local materials.

This ability is not considered an attack, and will not trigger a move into snap decisions.

Requirements: Bard or Sorcerer Master level 10 or higher, Diamonds and Lucky at Master level 25 or higher.

Instead of Siya striking him across the face, she ended up tripping over a bit of cast off material on the stone floor and falling into Ash’s arms. She stared up at him with baleful eyes.

“Look,” he said, beginning to turn, when she unleashed her breath attack on him. He had moved his head and she continued to slip just enough to evade the attack. It launched into the air, a cloud of pink sparkling mist, and splashed against the canopy overhanging the bed. A lot of this ricocheted off it, drifting in a much more diffuse way down onto the occupants of the room.

“Is that… a cloud of arousal?” he asked. Was she a love dragonite?

“I… you… you were meant to lose your mind and give in to your most animalistic desires. You would have no defense.”

He watched as a pink sheen settled over the eyes of half the girls in the room. Bynes and Kayle Jai were among them, but as soon as Evie saw what was happening, she dragged Ashley by the hand into the pink sparkling cloud and breathed deeply.

It was like someone had fired off the sextathlon starter gun. The ambiance in the room immediately grew charged. Eyes unfocused and arousal set in, parting lips and bringing out soft moans and licked lips. Sexuality didn’t matter to this breath attack; women who had never participated in any bisexual activities were drawn together by simple eye contact.

Seconds later clothes were being flung off and moans were being moaned. Bodies were writhing together. Sex toys were being removed from where they’d been inserted. 

“Ohhh fudruckers,” Evie said, shivering. “I… I came already.”

She didn’t get to say anything else, before Ashley had her tongue in her mouth. The two of them fell, shuddering and giggling and in the midst of orgasms, onto the bed. They fell into a dark and pale sixty-nine, with Zirennia already watching.

“I… this is not…” Kayle Jai couldn’t keep her eyes off Bynes, who had started into a striptease. The busty human shrugged off her pants and began cocking her hips back and forth, enticing all the watchers like a snake charmer. Among those watching: Lillia, Mae, and Mizu and Netsu, who were squeezing each others’ hands. Most of them were unable to do anything but gaze at the hypnotic beauty shake her ass and shrug off her clothing one piece at a time, revealing a gorgeous form.

“We’re going to save the world,” Ash told Siya. “Right after we all have a nice slow sex session. You can stay, you can leave, you can watch, whatever you like… but you can’t stop me. Right now I’m the only hope to stop some psycho wizards from destroying the world.”

He had put on his Jack ability and boosted his Hearts up even with his Diamonds, which made him charming on a level with Legends. Essentially he was a fucking demigod.

“Oh…” Siya said, dumbstruck. In one uttered syllable she had become just as dumbstruck by the power as the rest of them.

“Also your old boss didn’t know a thing about pleasure.”

“And you do?” There wasn’t any venom in her voice, only real curiosity. He hadn’t just succeeded against her, but critically succeeded.

“I don’t mean to brag, but… my girls went through a ton more orgasms than your boss’s. I’m pretty good at what I do.”

“Oh.” She seemed incapable of making a thought come out of her mouth.

“Do you want to feel how good?”

After a few moments, she nodded, just a fraction. “Y-yes.”

“Standby,” he said, and produced one of two Cloning Potions out of his inventory. He immediately unstoppered the vial of black liquid and downed the contents without really ever smelling the black licorice scent, though he sure did taste it.

He laid her on the table, which was now cleared, and spread her legs wide before diving in. She was pink all the way down her belly scales, and pink here too. He ran his tongue over her large open hole, feeling his tongue elongate and thicken just for the task.

As he did so, another copy of him appeared behind himself, staring at the various different spectacles. He turned his head to find another copy of him standing right there, arms folded and grinning.

“This is going to be amazing,” Ash Three said to Ash Two.

“Hell yeah it is,” Ash four said from beside them.

“Mmm,” they all heard, and turned back to see Ash one digging his tongue as deeply as possible into Siya’s writhing form.

She tasted sweet and a little tart, like a strawberry. She also reacted strongly to having him slide half his tongue up into her.

“We get stronger,” he said in between licks, “the more women I sleep with.” Aura bonuses and free experience points were the two primary bonuses. The third was incredible pleasure.

Ash Two strode forward and embraced Tinniel. “Hey gurrrrl,” he growled, lifting her tiny form into the air. She immediately looped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. The hug was welcome and cozy, like Tinniel herself.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

“I missed you too,” he said. “Are we taking this party to a place a bit more private?”

Her big eyes inches from his, she nodded. He grinned down and began kissing her, even as he turned to walk them out to anywhere other people weren’t. In this case it meant over to the large open balcony window. Lovemaking with Tinniel was always a pleasure, since she could fly. Supercasanova’s ability meant he too could fly, if lovemaking required it.

He pressed her gently up against the outside wall of the castle and began to explore her mouth with his tongue, and her curves with his hands.

Ash Three watched them go, and found himself under siege by multiple different hands. The big orc Callie and the little half-gnome, half-dwarf Mylindria were competing over who could get his pants open and his cock in their mouth the fastest.

As for Ash Four, he strode over to where Evie had her tongue buried in his first girlfriend, climbed up onto the bed, and began rubbing his cock up and down over the nellwyn’s tiny slit. She moaned loudly and started humping up and down to encourage him, while Ashley frowned. She was squeezing her breasts together and pinching her nipples, but she clearly wanted Ash sliding in and out of her.

One of the bonuses for Supercasanova was to greatly increase the pleasure of lovemaking for his partner. In this case, just flicking the head up and down over Evie’s clit and pussy was enough to send her into another shuddering climax. She groaned loudly when he pressed in, watching her lower lips accept him inch by inch, and came again.

As a result, he often forgot to engage the secondary ability from Master of Haremonies.

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

Then, activated this bonus and spread the pleasure around. A Lucky stat of Legend meant he was able to affect seven others, beginning with Ashley. Her eyes went wide and her already slack mouth opened wide to allow a throaty moan. Eyes rolling back in her head, she came, and hard.

Seven wouldn’t cover them all. Ash Four locked eyes with Ash Three and activated the ability again. It was a huge hit to stamina and mana, but he would survive… especially with a Stamina Potion. He quickly drank one, listening with satisfaction to the gasps, moans, and sighs of ecstasy erupting around the room.

Siya squirmed under him, one of him, and ran her hands up and down her scaly body, before ramping up her moans and groans of pleasure.  It turned out dragonites with the love subtype were especially sensitive.

Ash Prime felt a tongue and lips down below and peered down to see Daisy on her knees before him, slurping at his hardening cock. She had greenish skin and twigs and flowers for hair, and a long greenish tongue that felt incredibly strange. He’d never rubbed his dick on a leaf before, but that was exactly what this felt like.

“I don’t care if it’s true about you sleeping with more and more women,” she told him quietly. “I been cooped up in that crystal for a long time… and watchin’ y’all get down and dirty is such a turn on.”

With that, she slid her mouth completely over him, down to the root. As it turned out, dryadics didn’t need to breathe. Daisy deep throated him long, and slow, and with exceptional tightness. The feeling of her nose on his abs was incredible, and the sight of her sliding the full length of him into her mouth turned him on immensely.

Ash Two slid the full length of himself slowly, teasingly, all the way up into Tinniel. Literally pinning her to the wall. Her gasp began to turn into a loud moan, so she leaned forward and bit him on the meat of the shoulder, while he pulled her body up and away, dragging her up the full length of his shaft and then back down again.

Three girls attacked Ash Three, backing him down onto the thick rug in the middle of the floor. Callie, eyes awash with pink sparkling light from the breath attack, wasted no time in stuffing herself full of him. He watched the muscles of her thighs and tummy bunch and flex to accommodate him, but only for a few moments. Then his face was covered by Mylindria. The grinning half-gnome kissed him upside down, smiling.

“I want you to slurp me all up,” she told him, giggling.

His response was a lazy smile. “Get that booty up here.”

Which was how, a few moments later, he had a butt cheek in each hand and could only marvel at the grip Callie had on his cock. Fingers and tongue worked their magic on Mylindria, and soon had her telling him how good it was. A few minutes of this and she was being supported by the bouncing Callie.

Evie couldn’t handle more than three rapid fire climaxes before she collapsed to the side and begged off. Ash Four smiled at his original girlfriend, spread out on the bed before him and arms up to welcome him in.

“Come to mama,” she breathed, and he did. He slid home and pressed his lips to hers, watching as her eyes slowly closed and her back arched. She locked her ankles behind his back.

“I…” she tried, but couldn’t get the words out. He slid back out of her and luxuriated in every inch of her insides clutching at him as he sank back down in.

“What’s that?” he asked quietly, teasing.

“I…”

She couldn’t continue again, but instead moaned and groaned in pleasure. So many of the others were in the same place: Tinniel, Siya, Mylindria, Callie. The abilities he had overwhelmed them.

“It’s all right,” he told her, sawing in and out, up and down. Together with Three they broadcast these sensations out. Evie was right now humping back and forth on her side on the bed, eyes wide open and staring at nothing. The twins were doing the same, on their knees and humping erratically while holding hands. Zirennia and Bynes, too, locked eyes while feeling the sensations he’d been sending out with every thrust and hump. The only sounds were the slap of flesh on flesh, and the disbelieving, uncomprehending sounds of moans of bliss.

They changed positions, with Ashley on her stomach and him pounding her relentlessly. She kept trying to speak, and he kept silencing her with pleasure.

He changed positions and drove into Siya while Daisy stood on the table and he got his tongue into her as deeply as he could.

He changed positions and pounded Mylindria, with Callie lying nearby.

The minutes fell away in pleasure. Time ceased to matter; only pleasure had any significance. He serviced Tinniel and laid her gingerly on the bed, then found Mae also under the influence of Siya’s love breath weapon. Mae took him from every position, exuberant and excitedly telling him every time she was about to climax. He finished with Mylindria and had Bynes from behind while the others watched. It ended with him pulling her legs up and into his hands, displaying her for any and all to see, suspending her in the air and thrusting up from below.

The room was filled with orgasm after orgasm. They breathlessly requested he fill them or spray them, and he obliged. He took his time, loving the way he was able to give all these beautiful women enough. He loved the ability to satiate them.

“I…” Ashley said afterwards.

“Hm?”

She finally managed more than that. “I’m pregnant.”


41- To Hear It Told

They celebrated, with a party this time. Evie went out in search of more Cloning Potions, while the others procured decorations, drinks, food, and games. A lot of this centered on Waffles, but also on Ashley. She was going to become a mother.

All they had to do was save the world first.

During the party, Ash listened with interest to the tales of the girls and their training. They had been leveling with one another for weeks while Ash just hung out in taverns and seduced random women, or just talked up the bar staff for free experience points. He had done a little combat, but mostly he’d been at the crab shack while the girls rotated out and tried to catch up to his level.

“We fought some gustigators,” Tinniel said animatedly. “They’re like flying alligators but they have flippers instead of legs, and crazy air elemental powers.”

“That’s nothing,” Rachel said. “Remember that dungeon?”

“Pff, which one?” Evie shot back. “The one where everything was made of rock candy, dripping taffy, and they had that peppermint kingdom? Or the one where we had to fight evil versions of ourselves?”

Mizu leaned forward and beamed, “There was another underwater Random Encounter where Netsu got captured and put into a bubble that slowly shrank more and more. And the mermaids couldn’t be passed with violence, but we had to solve their riddles.”

“Not a fan of that one,” Netsu grumbled in mock complaint.

“Yeah, well, I’m done with being the objective of a dungeon quest,” Ashley said, chuckling.

“You mean you didn’t like the orgasm fluffball?” Evie asked.

Ashley went red. “Oh right, that.”

“Oh yeah, there was the tentacle town,” Rachel said.

Silence fell over the group.

“Tentacle… town?” Ash asked.

Rachel had gone very, very red. “We probably shouldn’t have let that place have its way with us.”

“Oh seriously, fuck the tentacle town to fucking death!” Tinniel cried.

“I don’t know,” Rachel shot back, “I’m pretty sure I lost count of how many times you said ‘don’t stop’ and ‘never stop’.”

Now it was Tinniel’s turn to go beet red.

“Hang on… tentacle town, huh?”

“It was supposed to be an Investigate the Anomaly type quest,” Netsu said. “It turned out there was an eldritch horror that had come to the planet and infested the whole place. It must have eaten and replaced all the townsfolk, all the livestock, all the pets with tentacle beasts.”

Mizu took over here. “And the whole tentacle creature was chilling in the harbor just outside of town… when we started killing off its people, it threw these huge tentacles out of the ocean at us.”

“But the first thing they did was get captured and violated by all these gross tentacles,” Ashley said. The table erupted into accusatory cries of protest, but Ashley just tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I’m not the one who got pumped full of gross eldritch horror spunk.”

Bynes leaned in. “This was just as I started training with them, and I… wasn’t able to be as much help as I would have liked.”

“It was almost two straight days of killing off tentacles,” Ashley told him. “I had to cleanse them over and over again. And somebody flew on ahead and ended up getting thoroughly violated.”

Tinniel was trying to shrink under the table, burning with shame.

“I had to purify her no less than six times,” Ashley said. “She was full of eldritch horror eggs.”

“Ewwww!” Mylindria cried, but she was laughing. Tinniel disappeared from view entirely, but Evie and Rachel soon had her back up, speaking to her in low tones and reassuring her it wasn’t her fault she’d been caught far behind enemy lines, and repeated abused by creatures with aphrodisiac saliva.

They had fought desert creatures that could explode into shards of damaging sand before reforming and attacking. They had fought people with magi-tech cyborg arms, which transformed into beam cannons. They had fought a gigantic cow-like creature which apparently produced something called The Milk of Infinity.

“I need to know about the Milk of Infinity,” Daisy said.

If you didn’t destroy it at the source, the milk would reproduce endlessly, flooding literally everything,. Eventually it would drown all crops and livestock, and turning the entire world white.

“So you all leveled up a lot,” Ash said.

The short answer was yes. Yes, they had leveled up a lot.

They’d fought a mirror made of liquid metal, which turned into a sort of Terminator version of each of them, and fighting like mad. Whenever it changed forms, it would shoot out a series of metal spikes in all directions. They’d nearly lost Mizu that time. Somewhere in their travels they’d been forced to repair the ship, since it was overrun by tiny octopus-like creatures that could bring inanimate objects to life and control them.

“We hacked a lot of the ship apart,” Netsu confessed.

All of them, even Bynes, was now a Master in their classes.

“Had to save Bynes a lot,” Ashley said.

“That is not my fault,” Bynes protested, arms crossed.

“She kept trying to flash the enemies by ripping her armor open, or bending over and giving them a look straight up her cooch,” Evie said.

“I did not!” Bynes shrieked. Evie practically fell out of her seat, laughing. “If you hadn’t been so busy trying to tie everyone up with magic tentacles in the ship, we wouldn’t have gotten blindsided by that goose.”

“That was not my fault,” Evie said, grinning. “A girl has needs, you know. And that goose was practically invisible. And my point still stands… you’re squishy.”

Ashley’s hand fell on her thigh. “We know, hon. It’s not easy being a tank when you’re lower level than the rest of the team.”

Ash took the opportunity to get a look at the girls’ information in UI terms while they continued to talk about the adorable little creatures who had all bundled together into a gigantic mass they called Hamsterzilla. When he’d left them, they were in the high expert range, while he’d just hit Grandmaster, in both his classes. He hoped that them being a single class would mean they’d level faster. Unfortunately it also meant less in the way of attribute and skill points overall.

Ashley, Cleric of the Healer, Master level 22

Evie, Paragon Artificer, Master level 19

Mizu, Dervish of Blades, Master level 24

Netsu, Innocents’ Aegis Paladin, Master level 25

Rachel, Shadow Adept Assassin, Master level 19

Tinniel, Wildsrunner Ranger, Master level 17

Clarian Bynes, Defender, Master level 12

Kayle Jai, Wizard/Sorcerer, ???

For more information, select any individual. To access further information in your assessments, increase your Staves skill or Clever attribute.

A few questions came on the heels of this little look: What exactly did an Innocents’ Aegis Paladin mean? When had Evie changed from Artificer to Paragon Artificer? What separated a Dervish of Blades from a regular Skirmisher?

It sounded mostly like their classes had undergone a simple shift somewhere along the way, to grant them a series of different boons perhaps. Looking at himself, he saw that it classified him not at a Sorcerer, but a Voidblooded, and not as a Bard, but a Lustbringer. He had a good chuckle over that second one, and thought the first one sounded very fucking cool.

“Ladies, listen,” he said, and turned to his right. “You all know what the stakes are. You’ve been committed to this, except maybe Bynes, but she’s had a hard several days and probably got the crash course version of what’s happening here. You’re going to be given the same choice as the newcomers. It’s okay to jump ship.

“As for the rest of you,” he said, turning to the left side of the table. This included all the girls from the crystals, save Zirennia. “A hit squad from an organization of wizards is on their way here specifically to kill us, and if they succeed, they’re going to boil down the planet into a soup to feed their crusade against an imaginary cosmic threat.”

“Uh… what?”

“Earth will be destroyed, and if you’re still alive, you’ll die in the vacuum of space,” Kayle Jai supplied.

“There might be a way to a different reality. I don’t really want to spare Kayle here to find that if you choose not to participate. I guess instead you could spend your last several days or weeks just… whatever. Living it up. I don’t mind.”

He swept his hand over to the right. “That goes for you too. You don’t have to fight this, if you don’t want. You don’t have to stand with me.”

“I have a way,” Kayle said.

He suppressed a miserable groan and mostly kept the grimace off his face. “There you go. She has a way and you can take it if you want.”

To be fair, earth had only recently become a place he liked. He wouldn’t blame any of them for wanting to get out.

Evie was the first one to sand up, stride over, and wrap his thigh in a tight hug.

“I’m with you, Ash,” she said, while not-so-surreptitiously reaching up to fondle at his junk.  “These guys can eat a bag of dicks.”

Ashley pressed herself up against him next, on the same side, most likely so she could grind up against the back of Evie’s head.

Seffie joined him next, weirdly enough. The tiny dragon-looking girl raced over and hugged at his other leg. She was even shorter than Evie, and wrapped her full body around his leg without putting him off balance even a little. “I’m with you, Ash. I’ve been piloting the ship.”

After that the floodgates opened, and the rest of them came over to press themselves against him. Rachel had one of his butt cheeks in each hand and was purring into his ear. Zirennia had him by one shoulder while she watched the others crowd for a way to touch him, and fondle him. Mizu and Netsu joined them on his left side, opposite Ashley. Tinniel fluttered over as well, but the little fae didn’t have much room by now, not with Aria, Bynes and Lillia, then even Mylindria reaching out to touch him. Tinniel sighed, looking for a place to touch, only to have Evie grab her hand and put it directly on his junk.

“Hey!”

Evie threw back her head and laughed. Several others did too.

“Let me go!” Tinniel growled in her adorable fae voice.

Instead, Evie squeezed her fingers around his member. “Oh come on… you’ve had it all the way up inside you. You can at least hold it once in a while.”

Eventually Daisy sauntered over too, leaving only Callie and Siya, and Kayle Jai with folded arms across the table.

“This is ridiculous,” Kayle said. “You don’t have to fight and die, you understand. You don’t have to try training against an elite fighting force. There’s not enough time left, anyhow.”

“Hey peanut gallery,” Rachel called, “shut it, why don’t you?”

Kayle huffed and looked to the only two others who didn’t have their hands on Ash’s body. “You two? What’s your choice?”

“Can’t you make this exit into a kind of lifeboat, in case we lose?” Callie asked, and started toward Ash. “You said there were probably twenty of them? And last time you didn’t take so much as a scratch fighting these people?”

The orc barbarian pressed the palm of her green hand directly into Ash’s face, still looking at the wizard lady. Several of the girls snorted laughter. Ash felt his ass being squeezed by two pairs of hands now and just rolled his eyes with a smirk on his face.

“You can do that, right?” Callie went on. “In case we fail and the world starts coming apart?”

Kayle Jai seemed to deflate. “I… can do that.”

“Siya?” He asked, his voice muffled by Callie’s large orcish hand now slowly rubbing back and forth over his face.

“What?”

The rubbing over his face went even harder, smearing his mouth and nose to this side and that. The giggles became outright laughter now.

“Mmmrffdrrrffffbrfff,” was all he could manage to say.

“He wants to know if you’re going to join us,” Evie said, “since the earth is going to be destroyed anyway and you’re guaranteed a seat on the lifeboat.”

Ash was told that Siya just shrugged, since his sight was a bit impeded. He even had a finger up his nose by now.

“I suppose,” the love dragonite said.

***


42- Jumping Hurdles

A plan formed, with all of them contributing to a degree.

The plan consisted of two main parts: training and recruitment.

Kayle wasn’t certain how the recruitment efforts would go, since high level adventurers didn’t typically want to work together, but the consensus was that they would see reason, they would welcome a chance to be themselves again via contact with the spork, and they would jump at the chance to either save something, or improve their skills with a significant challenge.

Everyone agreed that in general, exposure to the spork was good. Everyone liked knowing about their former lives and connecting with other people who remembered Saturday morning television. They liked being a part of a group that wasn’t brainwashed by the mana of the planet.

Lastly, they all agreed that Ash or Siya would do the talking and recruitment. She was something like a Bard, and he was a… Lustbringer.

Nobody had made a joke about it yet. Maybe they’d just accepted that it wasn’t a lie, and that he was indeed a bringer of lust. So weird.

The map Evie had made identified the strongest aura signatures around the planet, so they immediately set off in search of the nearest one.

The other enormous pillar of their plan was training, which they could do on the way… sort of.

The core group had been doing it on and off while he’d been in the crab shack game slowly winning over Mae, and they’d been back at it basically twenty-four hours a day when he’d gone down into the platformer game system.

“You all did well. Extremely well,” Ash told them. “Better than I could have dreamed. The part about the tentacles was a bit fucked up, but you came through.”

He peered around, as if to confirm they weren’t actual changelings made of tentacles and puppeted around by an evil god. Evie again snorted laughter.

“Trust me,” she said, “if I was a tentacle I’d be so deep inside all these hotties that you’d barely see the top of my head poking out from between your girlfriend’s legs.”

“Ewww!” Tinniel retorted.

“I’d be so far up in them I’d be coming out their throats,” Evie went on, staring challenge at the fae.

“Are you ever not gross?” Tinniel shouted.

“Your definition of gross includes spinach omelettes, so you can stop talking right now,” Evie snapped. “Sex isn’t gross, it’s natural.”

“Slime molds are natural,” Tinniel muttered, but she’d quieted down a bit, at least.

Kayle and Ash got them back on task, eventually. The original group promised to train and then integrate the new girls, where they would eventually form a series of slightly different team make ups.

Bynes was the military-minded one, and reasoned that if any of them were taken out, or if they were somehow separated, they needed to know how to complement their team members on the battlefield. They’d swap out members in teams of four and five, with either Ash or Kayle Jai watching to help ensure nothing cataclysmic happened.

Aria and Seffie’s roles were simple enough: pilot the ship and provide food when people got hungry. Rachel and Zirennia had also piloted the ship before and could be counted on whenever the kobold ship’s mascot needed sleep.

This left Zirennia as the lowest leveled member of the group, in need of the most assistance. However, she also had the easiest time gaining xp outside of combat. She could do so just by reading and learning information.

“For Casters, we have myself, Kayle, Zirennia, Mylindria and Mae. Kayle, Mae and myself are more combat oriented, while Zirennia and Mylindria are much more support oriented. We should have one of each on a team at any given time, if possible.”

They had tanks: Netsu, classed as a Paladin, and Bynes as a Knight. Mizu, Lillia, Daisy and Callie were more attack driven but could take some punishment where the Casters could not. Callie, being a Barbarian, had a host of minor support or buff powers that the other three fighters didn’t have. She was also the most lightly armored.

“Team makeup sometimes won’t be up to us,” Bynes said. “If we have two tanks and two support Casters on the same team because of a cave-in, you’ll need to know how to fight it out together.”

Ranged support came in the form of Evie, Tinniel, and a bit from Ash and Siya. Siya’s Bardic abilities were a strange mix of spell-like attack abilities, buffs and auras. She could sing out attacks and debuffs at enemies at range, causing them dampen their magic casting abilities, or simply take damage and break casting concentration. She could disrupt the use of special abilities by enemies as well. Ash’s Bardic abilities had mostly focused on auras and non-combat stun type powers, but he had never been so into the musical aspects of his abilities.

***

They were fifteen members strong without Ash and Siya, and things initially looked good.

This broke down when the first of the adventurers refused to even hear Ash and Siya’s proposal of working for the planet. They came back empty-handed at the same time the first group of trainees teleported back onto the deck of the ship with half of Mizu burned away, and Callie missing both legs just above the knees.

“She’s out of mana,” Tinniel panted, inclining her head towards Ashley. “She’s out… of mana.” She collapsed on deck, unable to even lift a hand to point at Ashley.

Ash threw his Replenishing Aura on and pressed a healing potion on Mizu and Callie. The green-skinned Barbarian’s eyes were rolling in their sockets and she seemed completely insensate, until Ash shoved the potion between her lips and the liquid began to slip down her throat.

As for Mizu, she was missing the left side of her body almost completely, with the rest of it melted into a sickly greenish algae color. She took the potion and downed it immediately, then asked for a cleanse.

Once it was clear neither of them were going to die, they turned their attention back to the other members of the party. Tinniel was stuck with like twelve darts, and her skin had gone a pallid yellow with black rings by the time anyone thought to check on her as well.

“Mylindria,” Ashley was repeating, over and over. “Mylindria.”

The Arcane Trickster and support wizard had gone down with them, and hadn’t returned.

“You ca—” Mizu was saying, from a mouth that hadn’t finished growing back in. “They’re too… too many.”

The rescue mission was immediate and swift, and punishing. They descended into a dungeon of slimes eating away at anything they could digest, everything but stone, and subterranean dragonites with shadow powers. Ash went in at the vanguard, with all his auras and spells up, hitting The Devil’s Own Luck the moment an enemy appeared.

With all the girls by his side, they tore apart every slime, every ooze, every jelly, and they obliterated an entire squad of shadow dragonites before anything seemingly dangerous hit. Even with Ashley back on the ship, tending to their wounded and them relying on the weaker healing abilities from Tinniel, or potions, they didn’t encounter any serious opposition.

Rachel identified traps in the corridors, and trapped doors before they entered any room. Netsu and Bynes went in at the vanguard of any opened door, with Daisy and Lillia fanning out directly behind them, then Evie, Ash and Tinniel holding up the back line. Evie generally called the shots, but after the third room they’d become a smoothly operating machine.

They eventually found Mylindria—or rather she found them—when they carved their way onto the path the smaller group had started. One minute they were surrounded by oozes pouring out of the walls, and the next Mylindria fell into the room from above.

“Hey girl,” Evie and Ash said simultaneously.

“You came back!” she announced, unnecessarily.

“Of course we did,” Rachel said. “What kind of adventurers would we be if we just left people behind?” She shuddered.

Together with the whole team, they continued to utterly annihilate the opposition. Ash wasn’t entirely sure what it was, until he got a look at his character sheet.

He had on Replenishing Aura, along with the whole trio of Life’s Blood cards: the Sorcerer, the Dragon, and the Inferno. Given that he was with a solid ten of the women he’d had sex with, all four of these auras were boosted to insane levels. He was dealing thousands of percent of retributive damage with Life’s Blood of the Inferno. He was adding thousands of percent of magical damage to all their spell effects with Life’s Blood of the Sorcerer, and the whole group was gaining instances of Dragonsoul, which were much more powerful. Now when the girls put on Dragonsoul, they all gained a sheen of thick dragon scales for elemental and regular damage protection, they all sprouted wings that could help them glide, and they all had the ability to breathe fire as a weapon. Now instead of a bunch of adventurers of all shapes and sizes, they had all slowly become six foot red dragonites, and some of them were throwing around fireballs like middle schoolers throwing around swear words.

They defeated the dungeon, collected all its spoils, and headed back to the ship.

It turned out that Master and Grandmaster challenges from Random Encounters and Quest weren’t so easy after all. They had to head in all together if they didn’t have Ash. Training with small groups was essentially a non-starter. They couldn’t go up against high level Master and Grandmaster challenges with just four to six of them. Kayle and Ash had to intervene time and again.

It took time, but gradually they began to get used to fighting on the same team as one another. It took a level of teamwork only Ash’s core six girls could manage, because they’d been through so much. Not even Ash had been through the kinds of Quests and dungeons they had, because he was busy delving into an alien-infested subterranean tunnel complex in his thirty meter tall mech, or building a crab shack into a gourmet four star Michelin restaurant, or even way back when he was busy helping the CivPunk people so he could settle his best friend and his parents in a safe place. All that time he’d spent in other game systems, the girls had largely spent getting used to Spellcraft.

He was, again, just lucky he’d had such a massive head start over the rest of them in terms of skill and attribute levels.

As it turned out, leveling only his skills and attributes for so long had been a great idea. Kayle’s advice to only level up his classes ended up working out int he end, but if he’d gone that far to begin with, they’d all be dead from exactly this kind of high level, ooze-infested dungeon.

The flaw in the group revealed itself on the next run, and it was Ashley. Oh, she was no longer the useless member of the party. Instead, she was constantly needed as she was the only dedicated healer in the group. Netsu and Callie had a few minor healing abilities, as did Tinniel. She was a Wildsrunner Ranger, not a Healing Adept Ranger or whatever that might be called. She could cleanse poisons and heal up a little with a tincture or an unguent, and Ash really enjoyed saying the word unguent, but nobody else had healing spells.

They either needed to hire another healer, or they needed to transform one of them from their old class to a Cleric, using a Deck Reset and a whole bunch of good healing spells.

“Look,” he told them several days of adventure training later. “It’s best if we have a second healer. The wizards are going to pull out incredible magic and it is going to fuck us up, hard. We need the ability to regenerate a lot of hit points, and fast.”

His gaze panned the galley, where they were meeting, and where Aria had laid out a taco buffet. They were quietly helping themselves to fillings and condiments, which came around the large galley table on a magic conveyor, like a sushi restaurant.

“We don’t have enough tanks for the job, so Netsu and Bynes are stuck in their jobs. We also don’t have a ton of melee attack, though Kayle seems to think the Esotericum wizards aren’t going to be anywhere within range of a sword strike… Mizu, Callie, Lillia, Daisy, think it over. Tinniel and Evie are our only ranged attackers who aren’t spell casters, so they are definitely needed. And we have two Rogues who should be able to dish out a ridiculous amount of damage with a single quiet strike.

“As for Casters, we have myself and Kayle, who are the highest level. Zirennia has gone from Expert 10 all the way up to Master 20 in just these three days. I’m not making her change class again. Who does that leave?”

Mae raised her hand, mouth a flat line. The cephellian’s hair tentacles were bunched around her head like clenched fists; she clearly wasn’t happy with the idea of changing who she was.

“I just got here,” she said. “I’m just gettin’ used ta all this.”

“All the more reason to make the switch,” Kayle said. “You’ll have less problem getting used to new powers.”

“But—”

“There’s also Siya,” Kayle said.

“Ohhhh no no,” the dragonite said. “There is no way I’m giving up singing powers. I have singing powers! I can shatter glass. I can make people’s heads explode.”

She really couldn’t, not yet at least. She had been able to deafen people and make their ears and noses bleed, but head popping was not on her list of abilities.

“I’ll do it,” Lillia said. All eyes turned her way.

She’d only been with the group as long as Mae, Mylindria and the others. In that time she’d only gone from Knight Master 3 to Master 6.

“Well, it’s gonna get ugly,” Mylindria said, elbowing Rachel. “Starting all the way over? That’s the worst.”

“She won’t be,” Rachel said. “We have a respec card so she can re-orient all her stats and levels. She should end up as a healer at the same level.”

Mylindria’s eyes shot wide open. “Wait, what? You mean I can stay out of the fight entirely, just slip people healing spells right up their butts, have eternal gratitude for their lives, and I don’t even have to start all the way over at level nothing? Sign me the fuck up!”

Ash shook his head. “We need you behind enemy lines—”

“Pass.”

“—dealing backstab damage—”

“Super pass.”

“And confusing the enemy with illusion magic.”

“Hyper pass. Double extra pass. Pass pass pass pass pass.”

Ash locked eyes with Kayle Jai, who shrugged. If they had three healers, what would it hurt?

“The choice is yours,” Zirennia said. “I suppose the only thing to do now is get everyone’s reward cards out of their inventories and have a good old fashioned card swap.”

The girls all looked at one another and groaned. Only Evie’s fists shot up in the air, followed by an exuberant, “Wooohoooo!”

***


43- House of Cards

Reward cards had become easy to overlook. This was for a number of reasons.

The adventuring ladies had become quite focused on getting through increasingly difficult dungeons, where save points became fewer and fewer. They had less time to get to the rewards, and they were spending even less time between those adventures. Every moment they had free was used to slurp up Aria’s delicious food in the company of friends, or gossip about who Ash was fucking at the moment, or be the focus of that gossip.

Oh, sure, they could magically freeze dry Aria’s cooking in their inventories and it tasted just as amazing as when it came out of the oven. They indulged on mission when they could. Honestly though, there was no beating actually being in the galley. There they had the chef herself, merrily babbling away about her kids, her grandkids, the restaurants she used to work at, the shitty bosses and the good ones, the creepy customers who wanted her number and the polite ones who gave her theirs, the coworkers who were sleeping together and the fallout when they broke up. She claimed to be in her late 50’s but had enough stories for double that.

“How do you remember everything and everyone?”

Aria shrugged. “I keep increasing my Clever… but I always have a good memory for faces and names. People don’t understand. They don’t remember me. For some reason I always remembered them.”

Another reason they didn’t really look closely at reward cards was the insane profusion of them. They had cards for coins, cards for chips of gemstones, cards for awful items, cards for better items, cards for special abilities for a dozen different classes, consumable cards for xp in more than a whole deck’s worth of colors and rarities. There were literally thousands of cards.

This had started off amazing. Back when they were just Beginner or Amateur, or even Journeyman, every card seemed important. Now, though, they’d grab a Two of Clubs with a rainbow sheen, sneer at it and toss it in their inventories. Or an Armband of Lesser Protection. Nobody needed that shit, when they already had gem-encrusted Bauble of Superior Protection that also enhanced their speed and made them a little blurry and difficult to hit.

On mission, they looked for anything immediately usable: high level consumable cards or copies of their current abilities in order to meld them together after missions. They would ask around with the group they were in, and often they’d forget about the others. Those others began to pile up in inventories like photos on smart phones after years and years of not being cleaned out. Whatever went into that pile and was essentially forgotten.

Hey, they had another mission to go on, stories of those missions to tell, enchiladas to eat while hearing the story of the downfall of Aria’s third son, or sex to have. Somewhere in there, they had to sleep.

“How did you not give me this?” Evie asked. “It’s an Artificer card.”

“It’s a shitty one, it’s only uncommon, and I figured you didn’t need it,” Rachel retorted. “Plus Ash told me to report directly to his quarters.”

The third big reason was the sex. They wanted it. Hell, some of them flat out needed it. Rachel got so wet on the way to the castle where Ash was staying that someone commented on the sodden patch.

It was so, so easy to overlook the hundreds of useless cards when there was dick to get. In Rachel’s case, there were orders to follow, and she honestly couldn’t wait to get on her knees and crawl toward the smoking chair where Ash was sitting after railing Mylindria. Or Ashley. Or Mizu and Netsu. Zirennia especially had a serious hard on for getting in to see Ash take on the twins.

Almost last, the missions themselves focused them on getting to know their current abilities and fighting with them as effectively as possible. If they shifted up their action decks every time a new card came around, they wouldn’t be as efficient, and inefficient could mean dead. Either you or your teammates.

And last last, there was the rarity of changing up the action deck at all. Oh sure, Ash had some special ability that let him grab his action deck out every day. The rest of them didn’t have that luxury. Instead they had to deal with action deck improvements all at once, and that could mean obsessing over every change that was about to happen. This was an Evie specialty. The other option was to just ignore the cards for the time being, since obsessing over the future was pointless and time consuming. That was an everybody else specialty.

There were plenty of reasons to ignore cards, and everyone basically did just that. The newbies renewed the group’s interest in looking at cards, since consumables were much more powerful, and xp boost consumables were like gold for new players.

The moment they started grabbing cards out of their inventories, everything turned into yet another game. It was Sort And Stack, taking place in a restaurant they had essentially commandeered… or rented out with a lot of coin.

“I used to do this with Gemheart cards,” Evie said, sorting cards by class with a quick efficiency the others couldn’t match. “I mean in real life.”

“You had those?” Ashley asked, with a hint of her old bitchy sneer. “I mean, they always seemed so dorky. Sorry.”

Ash almost snorted laughter. Ashley sure did love all the orgasms she got from the unofficial second girlfriend.

“Don’t put that in the Ranger pile,” Evie said, and snatched out a card laid down by Tinniel. “That’s a Specialist card. I could use it. Here, the Specialist pile is here, with Ranger, Rogue, Artificer, Bard… there you go. Like spokes on a wheel.”

“I give up,” Tinniel said. “I’m not cut out for this.”

“It’ll take Evie ten times as long if we don’t help her,” Ash said. “Just divide them up by xp, coins, gems, items, and abilities. We really only need the abilities, so the other piles go over with our accountant.”

“That’s me!” Seffie chirped from over at a small desk, piled with coin cards. “I’m the accountant!”

“I thought Waffles was the accountant.”

The golden retriever’s head popped up from where he’d been beneath Seffie’s desk and whuffed. Half the girls immediately abandoned their task of sorting cards to go pet the lucky little bastard.

The sorting of ability cards continued, while Aria brought around snacks. Honestly, if they hadn’t been for all the adventuring and the frequent romps in the captain’s quarters, he might’ve thought she was trying to fatten them all up and eat them. Since she didn’t have any table space to work with, Aria brought around something smelling of cinnamon and raisins. She popped them into the mouths of anyone who was too caught up in card sorting.

Ash was casually passed another Replenishing Aura, and he immediately melded that together with his existing one to gain a Channeler’s Aura, the double rare version of the card. Although it was a stock card, a basic function of any Caster, he put it directly into the IN pile.

Seffie was piling up all the coins into a card with tens of thousands of coin in it, then breaking them apart into two, four, eight, and finally sixteen so they all had an ‘equal share’. These equal shares were still a lot: when she added a hint of mana into the card, it manifested a huge pile of stacked coins.

“How much is that?” Rachel asked.

“Four thousand some,” Seffie said, then touched them all and blipped them back into a single card.

She was also enjoying the way she could combine gems into bigger and more beautiful gems, then channel a tiny bit of mana into it to transform the card into the actual gem. She had the chips, the smaller gems, the Superior versions, the Flawless versions, and finally the Perfect versions. She’d arrayed these into neat rows and was trying to make a rainbow of ascending colors, which many of the girls found cute and endearing.

Before long though, Tinniel started complaining again. She was shifting in her seat and grumbling about reaching to the piles that were really far away, when she could’ve just handed them off to someone with instructions where to put it.

“After you do that, you’re free,” Ash said. “We’ll take care of the rest.”

Honestly, they were color-coded. The Adventurer cards had an orange text box, the Caster cards had a pinkish purple text box, and the Specialist ones had a green text box. It wasn’t rocket surgery.

“I wish I could just burn all these cards up,” she said.

“Too bad they’re indestructible,” Evie said.

“It’d be nice if you could just transform the ones you don’t want into xp cards,” Tinniel complained. “Poof!”

“Holy shit,” Rachel said.

“Hm?”

“Ash, you remember when you wanted to make more gems with your dick erector?”

Snickers lit up the room.

“I think we’re all dick erectors,” Ashley muttered.

More snickers lit up the room.

“Us dick erectors don’t generate gems,” Evie replied, and now they were all chuckling.  “Ash has to give them to us for erecting his dick.” She held up a hand with a ring that sparkled with a Superior Rainbow Opal.

Rachel rolled her eyes, which set Ash off laughing. “Deck Erector, and yes, I remember,” he said. 

“You left three Clone Ability cards. I forgot they were in here.”

The cards for creating copies of themselves were incredibly powerful. Clone Ability could copy your current powerful ability for a melding, to enhance its rarity and power, or you could keep both and have a higher chance of drawing it in your deck. Most of the girls were into Master level by now, and that meant they had a boon giving them better control over card draw. Still, a copy of a card was never bad.

“How many are there?” he asked.

“Three,” she said.

The perfect number.

He immediately copied and melded all three of his Life’s Blood set cards. And got the following choice after Life’s Blood of the Sorcerer became Essence of the Sorcerer. As for the other two…

You have chosen Voidblooded as your Sorcerous Blood ancestry. Through melding, would you like to keep Essence of the Inferno or transform it into a void subtype: Essence of the Abyss?

You have chosen Voidblooded as your Sorcerous blood ancestry. Through melding, would you like to keep Essence of the Dragon or transform it into a void subtype: Essence of the Hollow King?

Ash answered yes to both of these questions, choosing to go with his Void ancestry. Hollow King indeed. First, though, he needed to check on the Sorcerer version, which hadn’t been changed.

Essence of the Sorcerer

Ultra Rare, Aura (Buff)

The mana in your blood is much more potent for a short time, affecting allies within range. Mana regeneration rate is tripled, and resistances toward all damage types save celestial are increased by 50%. Affected allies are immune from all Divination magic, and become impossible to spot by any means other than direct senses.

Duration: 5 minutes. Cost: High Mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

This card is part of a set. Add Essence of the Sorcerer and Essence of the Hollow King to your action deck to complete the set. Completed set bonus: affected allies gain +10 levels of Quick for the duration.

This was a departure from the original, which had just been a spell but was now an aura. The elimination of spell damage wasn’t great, but the addition of damage resistance, and huge damage resistance, was amazing. The hiding thing was also useful. Perhaps more useful than he originally imagined. The addition of the Quick bonus didn’t seem incredibly potent, yet, but the aura bonus from his Master of Haremonies card would boost that.

Now for the other two.

Essence of the Abyss

Ultra Rare, Aura

Wraps you and allies in a retaliatory aura that deals 15-75 Unholy damage to enemies on the first 5 hits taken, at which point the effect ends. Hits dealt are enhanced by 8-50 Unholy damage until the effect ends. Range: 5 meters. Duration: 3 hits taken. Cost: Very High Mana. Cooldown: 3 minutes.

This card is part of a set. Add Essence of the Sorcerer and Essence of the Hollow King to your action deck to complete the set. Completed set bonus: effect duration is 12 hits taken.

Essence of the Hollow King

Ultra Rare, Aura

Duration: 10 minutes. Cooldown: 1 hour

Each hit landed while this aura is active grants you or allies the following for 10 minutes:

+1% critical hit chance

+10% critical hit damage

+2% resistance to all damage

-1% damage suffered on all attacks

Every hit taken while this aura is active grants you or allies the following for 10 minutes:

+1 discarded ability copied, then both original and copy shuffled into the action deck

+1 level of the Lucky attribute

+1 level of the Diamonds skill

This card is part of a set. Add Essence of the Sorcerer and Essence of the Abyss to your action deck to complete the set. Completed set bonus: all increases are doubled.

Both of these were excellent additions to his deck, would help immensely on the battlefield, and their set bonuses were even more impressive than the Sorcerer version.

Essence of the Abyss was even better than the Blood version, because the damage was a type few opponents would have a resistance to. Both damage sources described were incredible, and the number of hits each of the girls could take before they weren’t affected by the aura were increased. He had no complaints.

As for the last card in the set, Ash loved the Hollow King even more than the Dragon version it had been before. As an aura rather than a spell, it would now affect all the girls. He immediately saw all kinds of uses for Rachel, who relied on critical strikes, and for the party’s tanks, who would love additional resistances and reduced damage. Master of Haremonies would only increase those.

His current deck was a far cry from where he’d started all those months ago.

Voidform (Ultra Rare)

Master of Haremonies (Ultra Rare)

Essence of the Sorcerer (Ultra Rare)

Essence of the Hollow King (Ultra Rare)

Essence of the Abyss (Ultra Rare)

Improved Fireball (Double Rare)

Great Wave (Double Rare)

Channeler’s Aura (Double Rare)

Improved Telekinesis (Double Rare)

Arcanist’s Dispel (Ultra Rare)

Supercasanova (Ultra Rare)

Jacked Up (Double Rare)

Enduring Encore (Double Rare)

Fascinating Phantasm (Double Rare)

Razzle Dazzle (Rare)

Shatter Glass (Rare)  

Drums of Doom (Rare)

All in all, he was very happy with his Sorcerer spells and auras, and less happy with his Bard abilities. It had always kind of been like this, ever since he found the predecessor to Supercasanova, and it bothered him a little. After all, all his Bard boons were quite good, and he really enjoyed the out-of-combat powers that Bard had given him.

He had expected more auras out of his small pile of Bard abilities, but only Drums of Doom was an aura.

With that in mind, he went through the Bard abilities on the table in search of an aura. The two special abilities Razzle Dazzle and Shatter Glass were pretty good, but he’d rarely used them. Both were attacks, though Razzle Dazzle was mostly just a debuff to stun and blind enemies for a short time. He doubted that the Rare version was going to work overly well against an Esotericum hit squad.

He came upon Sound of Silence, a Hyper Rare card from his original series of reward cards dropped by Kayle Jai and the red mages once upon a time. This was indeed an aura, and looked promising.

Sound of Silence

Hyper Rare, aura

Make a shushing motion and say ‘Shhh’ or ’Shush’ to activate. Opponents may not speak. Opponents may not activate spells or special abilities requiring speech or verbal components. This costs extremely high stamina to activate and lasts 1 minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

This replaced Shatter Glass, since he didn’t want to scream and had plenty of other damage sources in his Sorcerer deck. He hoped this would synergize with Supercasanova and Master of Haremonies.

He came out of his system-based reverie to find that Evie had mostly dealt with Lillia and Mylindria’s spec and card choices. Evie had also taken her through the class reset, redistributing attribute and skill points. Both had followed Evie well.

He took a moment also to deal with his level up, and spend the remaining experience he had on hand to bring him up in level in Bard. He had fulfilled the Milestone Quest requirements.

Milestone Quest: Bard

A bard is a lover, not a fighter. You need to spread the love bards are so famous for in order to qualify to reach the next level. 3/3

Congratulations! You have succeeded in spreading the love to three new lovers. You may proceed with spending experience points to gain the next Grandmaster level.

He blew out a long breath. That three of three hadn’t been there before in the quest description. Oh well.

He quickly gathered up his experience points (just over 200,000) and looked over the situation on his character sheet. Right now he was a Master level 20 Sorcerer, and a Grandmaster level 1 Bard. The xp he had would give him the second Grandmaster level, or all 5 of his needed Master levels in Sorcerer. Since he needed the attribute and skill points more than he needed a single high level, he put 125,000 xp into Sorcerer and reached level 25.

He took a shaky breath.


44- Membership

Ash goggled at his character sheet.

Ash Phoenix

Half-orc Half-drow, male, Sorcerer, Master level 25, Bard, Grandmaster level 1

Good: 222/350

Reputation: 5

Boons:

Wish (Sorcerer)

Wish (Achievement: All skills Amateur or greater)

Subtle Expertise (Bard)

Versatile Hero (Master)

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

Limitless Source (Sorcerer)

The Gift of Gab (Bard)

Attributes:

Attuned- (Master level 15)

Charming- (Master level 15)

Clever- (Expert level 6)

Fierce- (Expert level 5)

Lucky- (Legend 2)

Quick- (Expert level 5)

Sly- (Expert level 3)

Tough- (Expert level 7)

Skills:

Arcana (Expert level 1)

Coins (Expert level 4)

Cups (Expert level 10)

Staves (Expert level 9)

Swords (Expert level 3)

Wands (Master level 11)

Diamonds (Mythic level 14)

Spades (Expert level 2)

Hearts (Master level 3)

Clubs (Expert level 2)

10 attribute levels and 15 more skill levels.

He was tempted, oh so tempted, to simply dump them all into Lucky and Diamonds. He wanted it to work, but despite all the minor ways luck had seemed to be in his favor, he still couldn’t point to anything other than the card in his deck and say ‘yes, that is the concrete proof that my luck works to save my life and the lives of the women around me’. So for now, he added to his Wands skill until he got to Master 20, 9 of his levels, and then the remaining 4 he put into Hearts.

As for his attributes, he split those between Attuned and Charming, 5 each. He was pleased with this, but would’ve been more pleased to have extra experience from the getting lucky he’d been getting up to. Time was running out and he couldn’t say he had many regrets.

Of the reward cards he got, the first seven of these were items for the rest of the girls. Zirennia of course accepted her Harem’s Emblem, as did Lillia and Bynes, but Mae, Callie, Siya, Mylindria and Daisy weren’t quite ready. He judged that they’d to be more comfortable with him before wearing them.

He also received, and this was a bit of a shock, unmarked Harem’s Emblems from the next batch of sex reward cards. These were also double rare, meaning he could meld these to create the ultra rare versions.

“Okay!” he called. “We should have all the abilities of your class separated out. It’s time to meld up your cards, pare down your deck to a manageable size to maximize the cards you’ll be getting on any given draw, and start training with these new decks.”

It would be perfect if the higher rarity versions of all these cards stuck with the core mechanics of the base abilities but just got better. Instead, like with his Arcanist’s Dispel card, sometimes the mechanic changed.

Arcanist’s Dispel

Spell (Abjuration), Caster class (ultra rare)

Anchor this spell to a location for up to 24 hours. Any time mana is spent by enemies within 30 meters, this spell activates and nullifies up to 10,000 mana points. Enemies may attempt to resist with the usual Clubs (Attuned) check. If it cannot, it drains the mana of enemies until it reaches the difference. Costs extremely high mana to cast. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Specify allies before the spell is cast.

He loved it, honestly, but it was so different from the other versions of Dispel that he needed to get used to employing it. Or rather, since he would always have it employed around him, and he might periodically employ it in the middle of battle to double siphon mana away from his enemies.

He hoped all this would be enough, but he suspected this fight was going to be the hardest they would ever face.

Just one look at the pensive expression on Kayle Jai’s face told him all he needed to know.

Training took place in a small resort-looking town on a glorious beachfront locale. Huge vials of magical liquid suspended in the air spaced far apart, surrounded by gold filigree and magi-tech parts. They also bristled with guns. Ash had already seen them ‘repel’ an errant flying monster by zapping it with purple and red bolts of lightning, followed by a blue beam of energy. As it drew closer, the nearby defensive measures drew in closer to the first one, and began firing as well. The creature only powered on through four attacks before wheeling around, taking a fifth attack from another of the defensive vials, and fleeing.

These things were spaced several hundred meters apart, creating both a perimeter around the resort town, and a sort of dome.

The townsfolk who let them in explained that they weren’t cheap. Each of them had to pay a thousand coins for the privilege of entering the town, where they were then given a magical badge. This badge gave them a week inside the town, and would let them come and go for that week. It was digital, too, showing the number of days remaining on their visitor’s passes.

“You and I need to talk,” Kayle said, as they were shown their resort villas on the lake. The cozy cottages were set up on the beach, but could be commanded to venture out into the surf in stilt mode, under the water entirely in bubble mode, or commanded to climb up onto the nearby cliffside for mountain view mode.

Some of them, like Evie and the twins, had been ravenous to pin him down, get him hard, and drive him slowly insane with pleasure. Bynes, Lillia and Zirennia had also indicated they couldn’t wait to get him alone, or in two cases, get him in front of an audience. Or be the audience. Even the new girls who he had only been with a single time were eyeing him like he was a piece of meat to be gobbled up. Daisy, Callie and even Siya had been giving him that kind of look while he flirted with Aria on the ship on the way here.

However, the whole group were soon swept up in the resort feel of this place and the sudden urge to throw off the oncoming attack, and just relax a little. Rachel, Evie, Ashley, Mizu and Tinniel had been throwing Seffie up and down, and soon had her on Rachel’s shoulders. All were soon waist deep in the pleasant, crystal clear waters of the lake, splashing and laughing. The little kobold was shrieking with excitement. Zirennia followed after, though she gave him several looks.

The crystal girls were more awkward about the situation, but soon drifted off into two camps: shoppers and beachgoers. Mae and Mylindria found quick acceptance to the group, since both had been with Ash’s girls at some points. Mae, being a cephellian, took immediately to water.

Daisy and Siya ended up talking together, and headed off for some shopping. Only Callie seemed out of place, and soon joined Netsu on the beach. The volcashic beauty had thrown off all her ‘clothing’ and was using her lava body to shape sandcastles, then freezing them in place by melting them into glass. Callie just plopped down nearby to watch.

Ash was ready to get training underway, though he was keen to have some time with his harem. They’d been separated from one another for what seemed like ages, and all of them wanted quality time with him. If only training meant stocking up on xp the sexy way.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“I… have considered your proposal. Your use of aura abilities is enhanced, in power and range. So far you have over a dozen women whom you have bedded, and that means the bonus to your aura powers is not inconsiderable.”

He let an easy smile steal over his face. “Why Kayle Jai, are you saying you’re ready to have sex with me?”

She darted a glance toward the other girls. “Not so loud. I am disinclined to do this based purely on the customs and culture from my home reality. This is… an unconventional way to attain advantages.”

A shrug was his only reply, and a goofy grin. Kayle was in a demonic form, with dark skin, wings, a tail ending in an arrowhead point, and she had horns. She was literally horny. More than that, the system had granted her simply amazing curves, and bountiful… assets. She seemed built for this kind of activity.

“But you earn experience, and you will gain this aura bonus,” she said.

“Let me do something for you,” he said.

Her eyes widened and she started to ward him off with raised hands. “Here?”

“No, silly, let’s head to the bedroom.” He stopped and considered. “Unless you wanted an audience. You don’t seem to.”

In the cozy bedroom, with its thick and soft mattresses, with its zillion thread count sheets and its many, many pillows, she seemed even more sultry, demonic, and perverse. Her face though… she was even more ill at ease.

“It is not necessary—”

“Let me handle everything,” he said gently. He’d boosted his Hearts skill with the Jacked Up card, and that was just the beginning.

The tension melted out of her, and she offered up no resistance when he slipped the filmy black pants down her red and black mottled legs. He paused for only a second to heft both of her butt cheeks in his hands and plant kisses on them, then lick around the base of her tail. Kayle let out a long groan.

He helped her step out of her filmy pants. For a succubus demon, and wearing the clothes she had on, she was the most prudish he had ever met.

It was fine. He stood and let his hands roam over her: the curves of her sides, up over her back, over her wings, and down over the generous swell of her breasts. Her breathing had already grown rapid with arousal, and he had barely touched her.

“It’s just you and me,” he breathed, and licked at her ear.

He unknotted the front of her equally filmy black shirt and pulled it free, then let it flutter to the ground. Then he slid his hands around and cupped those breasts, hefting them and testing their weight, and the feel of them. Finally, he grabbed onto her nipples and pulled outwards, rolling them a bit harder than he would’ve liked.

Her head fell back on his shoulder. “Ash you don’t…”

She couldn’t finish. Instead she ran her hands over his hips, and over the front of his pants. They were simple, loose breeches to allow for movement, and she found him already hardening.

“I don’t what?” he asked lightly.

“You don’t know what this species… it’s so sensitive.”

He continued pulling and twisting at her nipples, loving the shivers of lust that ran through her body, enjoying her fumbling attempts to get his pants open and off him.

“I’ll take care of everything,” he told her, and squeezed her nipples just a little harder. He punctuated it with a lick up the side of her neck, and he could’ve sworn she came right then and there. A huge round of shivering went through her.

“Incredible,” she breathed afterwards.

In response he turned her slowly around, and bent to begin licking at those magnificent nipples of hers.

“Ohhhhh,” she mewled, and clutched at his head. In the meantime, he got his pants off, then started stroking down between her legs. He discovered she had flooded like no one he’d ever met. The moment he touched her she jerked and groaned loudly again, along with another full-body spasm again. She literally gushed fluid from her sex.

“It’s like, it’s like nothing I’ve never felt.”

“Then you’re going to love this part,” he said, and knelt to get his tongue on her nethers.

Kayle Jai, blue wizard and savior of earth at the beginning of this whole catastrophe, came five times before he ever penetrated her. She came and came, juices wetting her lower lips, dripping down onto his tongue like never before, juices smearing the insides of her thighs. His tongue caused her to thrash and scream out. His fingers caused her to shudder and mewl and whine. Pinching her nipples and flicking at her clit produced the same effect. She had been placed in the body of a being that was sex incarnate.

When he finally loomed over her and ran the head of his cock up and down her slit, she had produced a wet patch on the bed, and he watched as a gush of liquid made the patch grow.

He put her feet on his shoulders and slipped inside. She might be tight, incredibly tight, but she was so far lubricated that he slid all the way in without any resistance.

“Fuh—” she shouted, and came again.

“My card enhances pleasure from sex,” he whispered, and once more licked up and down over he nipple while beginning to fuck her properly.

Kayle went through a chain of orgasms, one after another, never really stopping. They grew in intensity, like the hills on a rollercoaster, up and down, up and down again. He went at her hard, thrusting deep and slapping his abs against her ass, and caused her to squirt with a hand-muffled scream.

Taking hold of her hips, he flipped her easily and got her up on her knees.

“You shouldn’t have kept this from me,” he told her, and grabbed onto her horns for more leverage. He wasn’t going to last much longer, not with her body doing to him what he was doing to hers. He knew that her succubus form was built to draw out his orgasms, but that didn’t help him resist the orgasm that was building. And it was building fast.

She went absolutely wild this time, bucking back against him, fucking him for all she was worth, shuddering with climax after climax, and incapable of speech. He watched her wings twitch and flutter, loved her tail curling around his body. Gritting his teeth and yanking back on her horns only spurred her on further. Like Lillia, she was ready to be ridden hard, as hard as he could manage. And Like Lillia, she was a sight to behold: ass jiggling, breasts heaving, wings twitching and eyes fluttering. There was no holding on with her like this. He just roared and filled her with as much as he could.


45- Convergence

Ash was knee deep in mud and trying to shift his feet without using a Telekinesis spell when the call came up.

They were back in adventuring territory, taking on a Random Encounter involving earth elementals in a sort of alien landscape. Above them was a thin crust of earth, thought it was sitting on top of what looked like the most humongous mushrooms he had ever seen in his life. Those mushrooms spread out so incredibly huge because there was a layer of dirt spread on top of them, or the other way around. It was a chicken or egg scenario.

The mushrooms glowed from deep within their gills, giving the whole place a low and eerie greenish yellow cast, and the group had taken to wearing protective masks. In a few places, the caps weren’t crowded together and the layer of topsoil had broken and allowed sunlight through. These scattered glimpses of natural light didn’t fit well with the seeming artificial ambiance created by the mushroom forest.

Everything down here was infected with mushroom spores and was trying to infect them in turn, or kill them and eat them.

Ash was playing shot caller from within the center of the team, which was filled with Netsu and Bynes both tanking, Daisy running melee DPS, with Tinniel and Zirennia both slinging arrows and spells. He also had Mylindria and Lillia on healing duty, to test out their aptitude for it.

They had been doing well until they came upon a mini-boss made of elemental mud. The whole place was already a morass of churned earth. Ash had stopped using Great Wave because the water residue made the mud even worse, and he was suspecting that the magic in the summoned water was either creating elementals or making the existing ones stronger.

Instead he started employing his Improved Fireball to try baking the mud back into soil they could tread on. Netsu already had been doing that just with her racial powers, and Bynes needed that underfoot too. Only Daisy had a decent time of it, with some racial gift of hers, being partly dryadic. Being in the back line with Zirennia, Tinniel and the healers wasn’t so bad, or hadn’t been until this gigantic elemental lizard with about twelve legs formed up and started slithering around the tanks to get at them.

Zirennia was trying to choose her spells wisely, but as soon as the mud elemental slid around Bynes and Netsu, she started to lose her nerve and shoot off everything in her arsenal. Ash intensified his existing auras and tried to interpose himself between she and the mud monster, only to find his leg almost completely stuck.

And also… the call was coming up.

“Not now!” he shouted upwards. Somewhere up there, the remaining team members were aboard the Wind Runner and dealing with something dangerous enough to want his attention.

He grabbed up Improved Telekinesis and flung the mud elemental away, into one of the trunks of the colossal mushrooms. It cracked against the slightly spongy, off white trunk hard enough to deal a third of its health in one attack.

Another call came down.

“Come on!” He called up. “Give us a minute here.”

Netsu, Bynes and Daisy were able to get into position after he’d flung the elemental off, and was still in range for Tinniel. She peppered it with exploding arrows and arrows to slow the target. In the meantime Zirennia was cursing at her haste in throwing spells away. They hadn’t stacked nearly as well as they could’ve, and a lot of effects were wasted.

“You’ve got one to solidify the mud,” Ash told her, and she slapped herself upside the head.

“Of course I do.”

Moments later they were back up on solid ground.

The call came down again, just as the mud elemental crunched down on Bynes again, lifted her up off the ground, and shook her violently. That turned out to be a bad move.

Ash had 5 meters of bonus range and 25% bonus effect on all auras for each girl he’d slept with. That was three melee fighters, one spell slinger, one Ranger, and two healers. 35 extra meters, and 175% bonus effect. Every time it attacked either of the tanks, it was blasting itself with unholy damage from the Essence of the Abyss. Plus it was giving them better critical chance and damage, and enhancing their attributes from Essence of the Hollow King. Really, with these three Essence auras going, they started off the battles by allowing the monsters to hit them.

“It can wait!” Ash shouted up. It probably couldn’t. They’d called several times in short order, meaning this was their last Random Encounter fight.

Kayle Jai was next to him a moment later.

“It cannot wait,” she said.

“They’re here?”

“I’m tracking dimensional disturbance,” she said. “We have a few hours.”

“Great.”

***

The fight was over but the Random Encounter had to be abandoned in the middle. He’d enjoyed the weird alien world of the giant mushrooms covered in a layer of topsoil.

The plan they had wasn’t a good one; they were required to head to wherever the Esotericum team showed up.

“We can hope for a gigantic ravine, an active volcano, or a huge construction site,” Ash said, “but they won’t be easily baited.”

Kayle Jai nodded. “They will come to us, within reason.”

“They will come looking for a fight,” he said, “but if they don’t find one, they’ll just drill down to the planet’s core with something called a Mana Extraction Beam. And once that thing gets going we have… how much time?”

“One hour,” Kayle said.

“We have one hour to stop it, or the whole earth gets turned into soup, and sucked into some kind of vacuum cleaner bag—“

“That’s not…” Kayle said. “…that is not at all accurate.”

“—and carried away to another universe. At which point there’s no earth and we have several minutes to learn to live in the void of space.”

“So we can draw aggro?” Netsu asked, already raising her war hammer.

“Sort of, yes. We’ll need to hide the rest of the party, and try and draw out a handful at a time. Eventually they’re going to figure out what we’re doing, abandon the Mana Extraction Beam, and try and kill us.”

Netsu nodded. “Mizu and I will be on the vanguard.”

Ash didn’t love this idea. The vanguard was first to fight and that meant usually the first to die. But he couldn’t say no. He needed all of them.

“They’ll need me,” Evie said, hefting her steampunk sniper rifle. She was inches from Grandmaster in her Artificer class now.

“Me too,” Ashley said, and squeezed my hand with a death grip.

“I’ll be with the vanguard as well. The rest of you know your rolls.”

We had pooled all the money and bought a stealth package for the Wind Runner. Now all we had to do was hope it worked against wizards who had detection magic.

“Let’s go save the world,” he said, and stopped himself from sighing. That shit was bad for morale.

***

They got a place at a nearby fortress that had been carved into a mountain for the assault. The mountain itself was steep and enormous, with arms of stone reaching out for hundreds of meters in both directions. At the ends of those arms stood powerful defensive structures, large towers with gun emplacements. The locals had agreed to help out, unsurprisingly, since Siya was very persuasive and ‘the end of the world is coming’ was just as persuasive.

Ashley was positively glued to him. She held his bicep with one hand and wove her fingers through his with the other.

“I don’t like this,” she whined. “Ash, can’t we—“

“No,” Ash told her quietly. “We can’t.”

We could though. Slip through to another reality? Probably. But we’d be letting a billion or two people die, including Lucifer, Jezebel and their toddler Damien. His parents. Her parents. All their families who had survived, whether they knew their children anymore or not.

It was pretty exciting to have the whole world counting on you. It was some superhero level shit, honestly.

The fortress was built not in an ancient earth where ballistas and rock-throwing catapults or trebuchets were the only things they needed to worry about. Instead it had a number of defensive positions specifically to give them the advantage over flying targets. This large circular space open to the elements, for instance, was laced with runic designs that could be activated by a caster and would magnify spells in a surface-to-air sort of way.

Ash didn’t know how he knew this, but he could read the intent of the runic circles instinctively. This was some Arcana (Clever) working in his favor.

The other sets of runic circles allowed other casters to create Dispel type effects, to create illusions to confuse and distract incoming fliers, and retributive damage bunkers of magic. These ringed the large central surface-to-air emplacement, where Ash now stood.

The craziest part of this whole setup was that these were made up of interlocking rings, so the smaller outer rune circles could be slid into the central position, turning this from a magic Howitzer into a gigantic magical bunker. Anyone could use them, but a skilled Caster was best, since they could enhance existing magic he already had on hand.

This was where Kayle Jai should’ve been, except that she had a special assignment.

The arms of the mountain, which seemed more and more artificial the more he looked at it, ended in similar runic circle defensive measures. Ash found the men at those places to be competent, but scared. Several had been shaking in their boots at the realization that they actually had to do some defending, that the sheer size of this fortress wasn’t going to just make the Esotericum people turn around and bolt.

“Ash… I’m sorry. I’ve never been good at this. You’re good at this. You’ve been doing this for years. I shouldn’t have chided you for being a video game nerd, or a card nerd.”

“It’s all right,” he said.

“It’s not. I wasn’t… I wasn’t very good to you.”

And letting him fuck around with dozens of gorgeous women… was her idea of making it up to him? He nearly laughed at the notion.

“Well I forgive you.”

She reached up and kissed him, softly at first. Soon though she had her tongue in his mouth and was pressing herself against him.

“Thank you,” she breathed.  

“I’ve got you,” he told her, and planted a soft kiss on her forehead. “We’re going to wreck these fuckers.”

Mizu slid over as well, and squished against him.

“Have you got me?” she asked.

“Of course I do,” he said, and hugged her tight.

Soon he was hugging Netsu and Evie tight as well. 

“There’s my original four,” he said.

“What about me?” Zirennia asked, a quiver at her lip.

He snorted. “You were a little bit late to the game, but that’s not your fault. Come on in here.”

Soon his tiefling wizard with the voyeur streak had joined the group hug. If nothing else, the last several months had given him more human contact, more appreciation, more sexual gratification, and more love than he had ever experienced in his first twenty-three years of life.

“I love you,” Ashley whispered.

“I love you too,” Evie said, and squeezed her.

“I meant—“

“I know,” Evie replied. “I love him too, for no reason I can understand.”

“It’s the sex,” Zirennia said. “You love that dick.”

“I have never heard you be so fucking vulgar!” Evie exclaimed.

“I love you too, Ash,” Mizu said.

“And I,” Netsu said. “I love you.”

Ash hugged all of them tightly. “I love you all. Now quit talking like we’re about to get our asses handed to us, we’re going to kill some bitches.”

The Esotericum battalion came out of their dimensional door with a lot of fanfare. Magical fanfare anyhow. Orange and red and purple lightning started streaking out away from several points, over and over again, until several of the tendrils of electricity linked up between those points, and eventually resolved into a large square hanging thousands of meters in the air.

The square sort of multiplied back into space, turning in on itself again and again until the smaller squares couldn’t be seen any longer. When this happened, all those squares suddenly squished together violently into the original mammoth square, and a shockwave shot out of it.

The amount of mana in the area was simply staggering. Ash could feel this with his Staves and Attuned attribute, even a thousand meters away. The thing even had a sound to it, like a reverberation of thunder rolling in from many miles away.

And then they came.

Two, four, seven, then twelve, and the rest. Those were tiny dots so far away, floating in the sky.

“How many?” Ashley asked. She had retreated out of the large central circle so he could do the large scale casting here.

“Two dozen,” he said. Twenty-four wizards at least as powerful as he was, and probably more powerful.

He set off the Improved Fireball and magnified its power, range, and size using the rune circles. Normally, it would be the size of a mid-size sedan, or a small minivan, but now it swelled to the size of a house, then the size of a mansion.

If this didn’t get their attention they were all screwed.

He launched it up towards them. Netsu and Evie both threw their hands up and cheered at it, watching the gigantic ball of flame shrink in the distance and scream towards the war mages.

Their cluster broke apart and several of them moved forward to intercept it. The one in the central position even swept a hand aside and down. Ash would be damned, but the fireball swung down and away at the gesture. It exploded harmlessly some hundreds of meters away.

They were far enough away that Ash couldn’t even hear the shouts of alarm when two of them suddenly dropped out of the sky.

“There we go,” he muttered. Arcanist’s Dispel had been a bitch to set up, because he had to move away a considerable distance in order to set up the next one after the cooldown had run out. But the result of over two hours of work was a minefield of mana sucking spells that started to trigger one after another.

A third mage caught one and began to plummet from the sky, then a fourth.

The remainder of them scattered, two of them running into more of the spells he’d set up.

It was too much to hope for that they would simply plummet to their deaths one of them pulled out what looked like a flying carpet, and another conjured some winged contraption. Still another seemed to recover their mana, and began flying as before.

The mass of wizard soldiers began to converge on the fortress. Fast.


46- A Noble Undertaking

When the leader was in range of whatever spell she was using, she called out, magically-enhanced voice reaching his ears even though they were too far apart to even see one another clearly.

“Champion of the fledgling planet,” she shouted, “you have failed to comply with the Esotericum’s policy on new admissions, and file the appropriate paperwork with Esotericum administrative offices. Your actions against reconnaissance and reintegration units places you as an enemy of the Esotericum. The reintegration of your planet will commence shortly.”

“Suck my cock!” he shouted, but he didn’t have the sort of magical resonance her voice did.

Still, she paused. He could almost feel her purse her lips and her brow furrow in consternation. “Since… you are beings of sufficient power—“

“Eat a bag of dicks!” He shouted. He was certain now that she’d opened up a channel of communication between them. “We didn’t ask for this, you didn’t give us any notice, we’re sapient beings, and you can take your people and fuck the fuck off back to your home dimension.”

“Let us begin again. I am Caliel, leader of this battalion—”

“Don’t care!” he called. “Call me whatever the fuck you like, lady. Just get back in your bight lightning door and go back to your home.”

“You understand that the Esotericum takes no pleasure—“

“Yeah you’re only interested in holding the evils of the cosmos at bay and you need to boil my reality into soup to do that. Well fuck that. Show me an evil of the cosmos that’s real, and I’ll believe you. Then I’ll let you relocate every thinking being on this planet to a safe reality and you can eat the whole fucking solar system if you want. Until then, piss off.”

“I can assure you, the evils of the cosmos are very real. The reclamation is a noble undert—“

“Prove it!”

She was clearly getting frustrated. “One does not simply—“

“Walk into Mordor?” he called.

“Cease your nonsense,” she hissed. The next words came out in a mad rush, like she was racing against him cutting her off. “One does not simply venture into the forbidden realities and live to tell the tale. These would twist your soul into knots and devour you for eons.”

“So you have no proof,” he said.

“I am not required to provide you with proof,” she told him. “All who travel the bridges spanning the gap between realities know of the dangers. We know the screams of wizards who echo into eternity.”

“Sounds painful. Know anyone who’s had their soul twisted and been devoured for eons? Know anyone who knows anyone who has?”

“Those who venture forth never return!” she spat. “It matters not to me how little you comprehend, or how your ignorance gives you the look of a colossal fool. None of this matters except that you surrender. We will give you thirty minutes to retreat through the dimension door to a safe alternate reality. Any resistance will mean your deaths.”

“Caliel,” the one next to her said, “this one is vying for time. He seeks to distract you.”

“As if a few minutes matters,” the leader said.

“I’ll take your thirty minutes,” he called. “But you’d best not start your Mana Extraction Beam thing.”

The confusion in her tone and the question that came next were both sweet music to his ears. “What do you know of the Mana Extraction Beam?”

“I know that if you start it up, shit’s going to go bad for you.”

“Caliel, we must strike immediately. Fast and hard. These outworlders know too much. They have someone on the inside. We should kill them, and extract the mana.”

“Don’t listen to her, Caliel!” he shouted. “I’m earth’s representative. Your business is with me.”

“My business is with the mana potential of this world,” Caliel said.

The words entered his ear, tinny and far off. “We’re in position!”

“About fuckin’ time,” he said with a sigh, and started throwing everything he had at the magic hit squad.

The very first thing that needed done was to use The Devil’s Own Luck. Maybe his enemies were in range and maybe they weren’t. The card was so vague on the surface that he actually had no clear idea of who would be affected, how intensely, and from what range. Instead he just had to trust it. He had done well enough so far, and he had to trust it would continue to hold up.

The first thing to do was Jack up his Hearts skill to the level of his Luck skill, turn on Supercasanova, and scream, “Wait!”

The stun effect of having Caliel listen to him would give him plenty of time. About 18 seconds, or three combat rounds. He used this time to throw on all three of his auras from the Essence set, throw on Drums of Doom by tapping out the appropriate rhythm on his thighs, and then Sound of Silence. He made the shhh sound with his finger to his lips to get the aura going.

The effect of this was a flaring of various different colors from around his feet, spreading outwards. The Essence trio had, before always looked like light-traced dragon scales, blood, and globs of mana floating around his feet outward into a large circle. Some of the streamers of light came up a few inches off the ground. Channeler’s Aura surged out from his feet with invigorating cobalt blue light, like waves of magic from an ocean where he was the center. Drums of Doom pulsed out in a regular rhythm, the drumming noise now no longer needing him to make it, but beating out the notes by itself. Those were sharp and staccato light chords, usually yellow and orange, but occasionally a yellow green.

He hadn’t seen Sound of Silence before, but it drifted out in a gray blanket of foggy consistency, out from his feet.

The typical range for auras was 5 meters, though Drums of Doom and Sound of Silence had a range of 10 meters to better interact with enemies further away. With the girls around him, the auras continued spreading, and spreading, and spreading. He was only ten meters from the very edge of the fortress, so the spillover began creeping down the high wall. It still wasn’t enough to interact with the Esotericum battalion, but that would change.

“What are you doing, Caliel?” The second in command screamed.

This was when Ash put on his latest Arcanist’s Dispel and used the runic rings at his feet to greatly enhance it. The typical effect was around 10,000 mana points, but the runes at his feet boosted this by orders of magnitude.

This spell, a black ball of light-sucking void, blasted out and toward the battalion with incredible speed.

These weren’t Esotericum flunkies, though. These were hardened battle mages with high reflexes and plenty of mana. They had reflex-boosting magic already on, or so Kayle Jai claimed. A number of them flew out and away from Caliel at the center, and her second in command.

The moment the ball got within range he detonated it. The result was a booming thrum of sound, and a shockwave of wind in all directions. Robes snapped back away from it. Hair was blown this way and that.

And most importantly, the spell drained hundreds of thousands of mana away from their opponents. In the center, Caliel had no defense against it, and immediately plummeted out of the air. Her second in command managed to throw herself sideways, but Ash saw the telltale blue streamers of mana being sucked out of them both, along with a half dozen of the others. Enough to fully drain them? No. Enough to make this into a fairer fight? He hoped so.

Down beneath this platform, the mountain’s sides lit up with protective sigils and anti-aircraft measures, and began peppering the mages who had dropped down into range. Fortress guards leaned out and threw spells and magic arrows at them. Several were struck with more mana draining bolts, and slowing bolts that dealt ice damage. Two of the five who had fallen within range were drained of enough mana for their bodies to fall the other several hundred feet to the surface.

With Improved Telekinesis, Ash wrenched at Caliel’s second in command and sent her body rocketing toward the fortress. She just managed to get some kind of item out of her inventory when Netsu’s spinning hammer caught her in the gut. Another wrenching, echoing snarl of power exploded out from the woman’s midsection, and whatever she’d been holding fell away. Ash used his spell to complete the process of bringing her down, to where Mizu and Netsu stood ready to receive her.

Caliel’s second in command didn’t last long, not when she lost her footing from suddenly being knee deep in water, had a green ball of goo covering half her head, and had both of Mizu’s gem-enhanced blades buried in her side.

She did manage to scream, and that was right as Netsu’s hammer returned to her, spinning sideways with a whump whump whump sound. Netsu didn’t even stop its motion, but instead spun and delivered the final blow to the woman’s head. 

The mage dropped, just as Ash was able to identify her.

<Battle Wizard, Grandmaster level 15>

“Fifteen,” he breathed.

His Dispel and the scattering of the battalion had been the starting gun for the other defensive emplacements. Both of them started to fire blasts of blue, purple, and green magic up into the sky. In typical dogfight fashion, or typical of surface to air fire, it was hard to target anything moving that fast, but several of the mages had been caught in the Dispel field and were stunned. One, then another of the mages got smashed with surface to air magic.

The enemies didn’t take this lying down. They were specially trained for magical combat, and zipped around into two formations at the flanks, while the most powerful members in the middle fell out of range of the Dispel and regrouped.

One flank circled around, out of the way of Ash’s mana draining magic, to assault the first of the smaller gun emplacements. It got off all of three more shots before the entire thing exploded and the ground under Ash’s feet rumbled from tons and tons of stone being sheared off. It wasn’t just destroyed at the surface, but completely blasted away from the fortress. Tunnels leading back to the fortress and underground redoubts were exposed, some of them dropping soldiers out into open air, where they fell to their deaths.

The other flanking group took longer to loop around and come at the other defensive cannon.

“Zirennia!” he called.

“I’m here,” she said.

The rings of the runic circles were already shifting to allow for the most potent effect for Zirennia. She didn’t work off mana points like he and Mae would. Mae was a warlock and would be granted a certain amount of mana per day by whatever her patron was. Zirennia just had a set number of spells she could cast per day. The configuration of runic rings they were shifting to would allow her to fire off a single spell several times in a row before it used up a single one of her spell slots. Channeler’s Aura would also give her another use of all her spell slots. The other rings still had the same amplifying and range extending effect.

Ash took off running towards the arm of the mountain, where a half dozen powerful mages were ready to blast it to pieces. One of them faltered midair, hit by one of Evie’s sniper rifle shots, then another. A beam of concentrated orange shot towards her, but one of Zirennia’s shield domes sprang into life and absorbed the beam, growing into a large igloo of blue shield magic.

“Come on,” he breathed, running full tilt. The Ash of today could run a marathon without much of an issue. Oh, sure, it would still take him several hours, but he could best almost anyone from old earth. Under three hours? No problem. The Ash of today could even sprint faster and with more endurance than any Olympian from old earth. After Expert, you were at the edge of human maximums… and he wasn’t a human any longer.

And he was nothing compared with Netsu and Mizu.

He got within range and flung the Great Wave at the incoming group of mages, but was dismayed when it fizzled out into a rush of water instead of a tsunami. The battle mages were far too good at this.

They weren’t too good to take on Mizu and Netsu, though. Both elemental girls flung themselves off the edge of the mountain and slashed at the tightly packed formation. Screams came drifting back on the wind from both sides. Blood was spilled, all of it battle mage blood.

While Ash was still trying to get over to the defensive turret, Mizu used the body of one flailing mage to leap to the next, raking her blades over her. Three of the mages turned to swat her like a fly, but one of those three took a hammer blow to the head from Netsu, who then rode the mage all the way to the fortress deck.

All six of the mages had trouble with a spell out of Zirennia, a disruption spell that sent a pulse of multicolored energy out at them, followed by another one. Two of them fell directly into the large, flat area surrounding the gun emplacement, while one of them had an angry volcashic hanging off him, and another was drowning with his head stuck in Mizu’s body. Netsu’s guy smashed directly into one of the small trees dotting the area, while Mizu’s guy smacked directly into the magical anti-air turret.

These weren’t pushovers, with earth-like endurance. Instead they were all like boss monsters, with thousands of hit points. The burly, bearded bastard drowning with Mizu repeatedly stabbing him in the chest wasn’t dead, but instead cast a spell that turned Mizu into a fine mist. One sword clattered to the ground, while the other got ripped out of his guts and cast over the cliff’s edge.

Before he could kill the turret gunner crew, ground troops converged on him. One knight with an enormous shield took him on directly, while spearmen and archers peppered him with sharp pointy objects.

Other crews got into position to take on the other four.

Ash reached the far cliff’s edge to try and get eyes on Netsu, but she was gone. The guy she’d been repeatedly beating and attempting to burn to death lay in a scrubby, burning tree a little ways down the sheer cliff.

Too much was happening all at the same time. Ash’s perception and cleverness were heightened to more than a typical human could handle, but even he was having trouble. The center mass of the battalion was recovering, while the troops here were directly engaging the one flank. The other flank had completely obliterated the other turret and all the defenders in one fell swoop, leaving Zirennia open to direct attack.

“Shit,” he muttered, and turned.

All six of the mages had fanned out in a hexagonal array, floating in the air. Their red robes and darker clothes beneath fluttered in the wind up here, as did their hair. Only one of them had what he thought of as a wizard’s hat, pointy and speckled with gold. He was also the only one wearing a beard, though it wasn’t white and it wasn’t long. They all held onto magically active cards, burning with power in a variety of colors.

The majority were red.

Instead of opening fire on Zirennia simultaneously, they all stopped. Behind them the Wind Runner materialized out of nowhere, some forty meters away, guns already firing. Tinniel’s arrows arced out off the crow’s nest, and Mae’s hands surged with the same dark red power as these Esotericum pricks. Manning the deck guns was a cackling Aria, the little goblin standing on a step stool and repeatedly pulling the triggers while Daisy and Lillia did the same at their guns. Seffie was at the wheel, shouting out at the six battalion mages and bringing the ship around in a wide arc to keep them in view of their gunners.

The result was one of the mages taking a direct hit to the chest, along with a rain of arrows peppering the whole lot of them. Callie, the orc barbarian smashed into a second of the mages and buried twin hand axes in his chest. Riding him down into the flagstones, she chopped at his head while he skidded for several more meters on his back.

Ash was about to shout for joy when two of the mages casually blasted at his ship and sheared her in half.


47- Using the Chaos

The good news, in the immediate aftermath of watching his ship get blasted in half by a ray of reddish destruction, was that not all of the crew members aboard were lost.

The bad news was that some of them were.

Tinniel took a little time to realize what was happening, and got off another two rounds of multi-explosive shots before she lifted out of the crow’s nest and watched the ship go down.

The prow of the ship came off entirely and went down over the edge of the cliff that served as this fortress’s defensible position. It tumbled down hundreds of feet, ejecting bits of wood and rope as it went.

Mae went with it, as did Lillia.

In a flash, the two of them were just gone. Ash didn’t have access to his Improved Telekinesis yet, with it being in the discard pile. Instead he had to watch helplessly, sprinting back toward Zirennia. As for Zirennia, she launched out a series of shielding spells that grew the more mana they absorbed. The next spell aimed at the Wind Runner’s aft section grew the bubble shield out enough that the spiky bits slammed into one of the Esotericum mages.

“Ash,” Zirennia said. “The main contingent.”

Ash skidded to a stop. The main batch of mages was supposed to harry any of those stupid enough to put up a resistance, while the flanks closed in and did a lot of real damage to the back line. While they had succeeded in collapsing this strategy into disarray, all three units they now faced in this three-front war was incredibly strong. He had to hope that Mizu, Netsu and Evie could handle the remainder of the one flank, along with the anti-air turret and the fortress’s defenders.

He was supposed to hope the same thing for Wind Runner and the other flank. The problem was the six of them had come out of the initial ambush unscathed, and then neatly lopped off the turret without even breaking stride. But the central core of the battalion was now regrouping, now shattering the defenses below them, and was going to overwhelm him in a much shorter time frame than they’d planned for.

The Wind Runner was done for. The back portion of the ship dipped downward, beginning to spill out contents and then crew. All the gunners were thrown off their aim and off their feet, and that meant no more pelting the enemy with deck guns.

Only Callie was engaging the enemy so far, and that was bad.

The Esotericum mage turned to Callie and sent dark red chains of force erupting from the ground, wrapping around her wrists, ankles and neck. These tightened and ripped her off her target, who amazingly wasn’t dead. He had taken five axe slashes, and two of those to the head, and still got up.

Rachel appeared, and in a gray blur of fur and dark leather, slashed the throat of the one commanding the chains. They vanished. Rachel vanished.

“Get eyes on the Assassin! Bring her down!” One of the mages called out. One of them immediately put yellow magic to work at his forehead.

It was Bynes though who commanded the field. She leapt down off the aft castle of the ship already putting her taunt into play to do her job as tank. Even as the Wind Runner crashed and splintered against the plateau up here, throwing Mylindria, Seffie, and Aria tumbling off into the flagstones, she beat an enchanted sword against a shield that appeared to be composed of glowing stained glass. And even as Rachel appeared by some Divination magic by the group, striking through the heart of the one Callie had slashed apart, Bynes roared out in challenge.

Ash couldn’t watch any of this unfold. Caliel had collected her forces up, eight of the original twelve members, and were blasting the hell out of the fortress defenses.

“I need you, Kayle,” he muttered, and threw his Enduring Encore on in order to grab Improved Telekinesis. He cursed; there’d been no time to think of this, get the spell moving, get access to his discard pile, and select the right spell before the prow of the Wind Runner had vanished out of sight. With Telekinesis, he slammed one of the main force Esotericum bastards into the rock wall of the fortress, then slammed him to the other side. The mage collided midair with one of his associates, but someone had already dispelled the effect.

“Come on, Kayle,” he muttered again. She was supposed to be back from her special mission, and wasn’t.

This time he threw a Fascinating Phantasm out into the flank where his crew was about to become very dead. The improved consumable card sent up a distracting spirit, which rose like a kaiju out of the fortress’s flat defensible top here.

Even while Netsu and the defenders put another Esotericum battle mage out of commission and Netsu got impaled by a summoned giant spiked golem monster, even while Tinniel took a ray of magic through two of her wings and tumbled down out of the air, even as Zirennia erected new defensive magic around almost everyone and sent blasts of force into Caliel’s frontal assault people, the huge head of the spirit emerged. This thing was the embodiment of some enormous deathly creature, a skull unlike anything human but brimming with teeth. So many teeth. It was hooded, and the ragged scraps of fabric making up its cloak flew in a breeze no one felt.

“Where are you, Kayle?” He demanded. If the mountain-sized apparition could give them even a few more seconds of distraction—

One of the Esotericum mages waved a hand and the gigantic spirit shredded into nothingness. At the same moment, his UI popped up to tell him that a minute had passed. All that had happened in a minute, but the minute was up.

In that minute, he had taken down Caliel’s second in command, while the fortress defenders had taken out three of the other twelve belonging to Caliel’s frontal force of a dozen. Netsu and Mizu, Ashley and Evie, along with the fortress defenders on the turret, had taken down four out of their six and nearly broken the flank on that side. Wind Runner and crew, which should’ve had more of an impact, had only managed to take down a single of the left flank six.

They weren’t even halfway done. If Caliel went to reinforce either flank, or decided Zirennia was their problem, they were all going to die.

Kayle had taken Siya on a special mission, and had fucked off to another dimension. Damn her.

“Zirennia!” he screamed. “Switch teleport me and Bynes and drop her shield, right now.”

“Are you—“

“Do it!” he shouted.

Which was how he found himself in the exact center of an onslaught by the five remaining flankers on the left flank.

He had teleported into the same spot where five extremely powerful battle mages were trying to kill his tank .Now, Ash wasn’t the same size as the exhibitionist tank, and wasn’t wearing the same type of armor. He wasn’t standing in exactly the same way. All these factors saved his life.

The moment he landed, he activated his Bard ability Razzle Dazzle. It was a simple thing, an explosion of colorful lights, sounds all coming from different places, and innocuous little sensory effects to confuse: random tastes flooding the mouth, different smells flooding the nose, and various different non-damaging touches all over the body. He’d used it on himself, and found the raspy scaly sensation on his butt, the hot wax sensation on his feet, and the sensation of someone licking his eyeballs to be very off-putting.

One of the beams from the enemy blasted into the remains of the still-crashing Wind Runner, exploding a repulser. The explosion sent splinters of ship and cannons flying everywhere. One of those deck guns crashed into one of the Esotericum mages, snapping his spine. Another rebounded off thee falling mast and took another one of the Esotericum mages in the head. His head was caved in and he would’ve been nearly dead from the impact, except that the gun also sent him down into the spiky energy shield surrounding Callie.

Callie was driven forward and the expanding shield clipped the third battle mage’s feet, sending him flipping end over end in the air, just at the moment he got his shot off. This sent his death beam carving through his fellow battle mage’s torso, clipping her neatly in two.

On its own, Razzle Dazzle wouldn’t have accomplished anywhere near this effect. But at the one minute mark, The Devil’s Own Luck had automatically reasserted itself, and there was plenty for his luck to get a hold of to fuck with the enemy.

The mast smashed down, cracked in several pieces, and one of the mages got a couple of long splinters in his eye just before spraying a large area of effect spell off. The spell simply failed, and in response the spent but unspent spell slot backfired into something Kayle had called Wild Magic.

This meant a completely random effect of magic. In practical terms it was a group of boulders materializing out of thin air, some ten or twenty meters up, and immediately succumbing to the whims of gravity. Two of these crushed the injured but not yet dead members of the flanking group, while a third shattered. One of the larger portions of rock rebounded against the third flying deck gun, which fired a freak magical shot directly into the back of the last battle mage.

Ash stood there for another three seconds, staring at the carnage. Sure his ship had come apart, but at the same time, all of the enemies were dead or dying. His people were skidding to a stop where they were, goggling at what had just happened.

Seffie, Aria, Callie, Mylindria, Tinniel and Daisy stood up from where they’d just tumbled and slid to a stop. Some of them were coated in bouncy magic from Zirennia, while others had the spiky anti-magic shielding that expanded the more damage it took. Every one of them seemed dazed and uncomprehending, like they didn’t understand what had just happened.

“Anyone seriously hurt? See Mylindria,” he called, turning back toward Zirennia. “How are we looking, Z?”

“I can’t find Mizu. Netsu just lost her shield and Ashley’s healing her over and over. One of the mages is about to find Evie.”

“How about you?” He asked.

“I’m… fine.” She wasn’t, and that wasn’t cool.

“Switch me with Evie then,” he said, then shouted over his shoulder, “Everyone on Zirennia!”

“Boss…” she breathed.

“Come on, we don’t have time for this!”

Suddenly, he was in Evie’s position.

When they’d set up, they’d put a bunch of different crates all in a big mess here in the corner, near where the mountain continued upward. Aside from a large, reinforced doo, there was nothing here.

As soon as the mage figured out Evie had been behind this haphazard assortment of crates, there wasn’t anything here a second later. Ash had just enough time to activate Voidform before the ray of blue light shot out and transformed everything up here from wooden crates into glowing blue glop.

Ash was through it before it could fountain up into the air, never mind splattering back down. He was a blot of darkness shaped like a person now, which was odd enough to watch, but the battle mage’s eyes widened with understanding regardless.

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

The check succeeded, and the battle mage witnessing the transmutation visibly balked. This allowed Ash the time he needed to get through the blue glop and close the distance between them.

In the moments after he burst through the place where the crates had been, Ash used one of his trump cards, or rather one of his trump items: Prismatic Harmonious Cape. He chose the option for Melodious Casting.

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 follows the casting, use Stamina to cast, and increase the targeting to all within hearing range.

He grabbed at Improved Telekinesis and whistled a few notes of ‘Whistle While You Work’ before wrenching the mage towards him and down. The battle mage cursed and shouted, but skidded the last few meters between them just as Ash jumped directly into his chest using Voidform.

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

Then he let the card’s effect do the rest, while holding the man in place with Telekinesis.

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

While the man struggled and died, Ash had a precious few moments to get an eye on what else was happening in the battle.

Caliel and her crew had regrouped, based solely on the bright and colorful destruction going on below the cliff’s edge. The other flanking group was still entangled with Netsu, Ashley and Evie, though they had gotten the better of the surface to air defenses put together by the fortress’s guards. The thing now smoked and boiled with a rainbow of glowing magic colors, literally falling apart into molten rainbow goo.

Netsu had one of the mages held down to the ground, but kept taking repeated damage from two others. Shards of spiked magic shield were only now vanishing into bluish magic dust, showing that they’d only just broken through it a few moments ago. Ashley’s hand was outstretched and she had a look of dire concentration written across her face from trying to repair both Mizu and Netsu.

One of the mages then locked eyes on Ashley, who froze and began to back off. She didn’t get far, before a yawning chasm of magic opened up behind her, and reptilian creature made of green fire crawled out.

Seven unhurt mages rose up from below the cliff’s edge, with the leader Caliel among them, just as the battle mage below Ash stopped thrashing. A blue shield popped to life around Ashley as well the moment it immediately began attacking. More importantly, it broke Ashley’s concentration, and the silvery glow around her faded. Netsu cried out as the damage she was taking wasn’t immediately stitched back up.

Stopping and concentrating with a hand raised, Caliel glowed briefly green and brown. The wisps of magic drifted up and off her as though gravity wasn’t a thing. A moment later, the whole mountain shook, and spines of rock, crystal, and metal pierced through the mountain like the spines of some great kaiju. The runic circles tripling Zirennia’s power were torn apart, and Zirennia herself disappeared in the assault. He lost her in the chaos and the dust the spell produced.

They were going to lose.


48- Methodical Annihilation

The mages were methodical about it. The first thing they did was delete Zirennia from the battlefield. It happened without a lot of hurry, but her undoing wasn’t slow. Purple gems shot up out of the mountain and encased her up to the knees, then pulled her down. More gems shot up and hat her around the waist. She cried out, and was pulled further into the mountain. Another series of purple crystals reached up and had her by the arms, then around the shoulders, and by now she was half submerged in solid stone. She got off one final scream before the purple crystals overtook her completely, and another few seconds later she disappeared from view.

“Hey!” Ash screamed out. “You bring her the fuck back!”

Caliel didn’t bother engaging him with any further banter. As rage had swallowed him whole, he didn’t particularly mind. Oh, he knew better. Talk was his ally now that he was a Bard, and mindless fury was his enemy.

They got Bynes next. A section of the defensive platform flagstones came alive in a whirlwind, slamming into her again and again. She tried to turtle up and turn on the shield buffs, resistance powers, and damage reflection, but a golem made of spinning flagstones picked her bodily up and threw her off the cliff. Thankfully the spell’s golem was only for a single instance, because it followed after her by throwing itself off the very same cliff.

Seven battle mages in the central battalion position remained, along with three in the right flank still trying to kill off Netsu. Although they were poised to win, Ash noted that they had taken down thirteen or fourteen of these bureaucratic bastards, and so far had only lost three.

Those numbers couldn’t last.

Looking at the battle now, it was clear that Ash’s team had spent most of their capital on a hard, early strike, and the battalion of mages was built to continue the fight. They weren’t even close to done, while Ash felt like he was halfway dead.

“You can still leave!” Ash called, only to find himself peppered by shards of earth. He didn’t take much damage, but Mylindria was quick on the heals. She’d really kicked it into gear and took her new job seriously. Among those who were still with her, Tinniel, Evie, Rachel, and Daisy were all at full health. They were waiting on his order, exposed as they all were, but he held a hand out to the side to stop them from making themselves targets.

This time he used Jacked Up again, and put his Diamonds skill level into his Clubs skill. “Magic stones may break my bones,” he called out again, “but the Esotericum can’t have my planet.”

As taunts went, this was the absolute worst. He had to laugh, though, because it didn’t matter. Finger guns had been just fine with his boosted Hearts skill, and this lame taunt worked because his skill was about as high a tier you could get. Boosted as the words were by his Mythic level Clubs skill, he saw a critical success.

Clubs (Charming) has scored a critical success! All Esotericum Battalion Battle Mages have gained the following conditions: infuriated, intimidated, slowed, and stunned.

All of them. All of them had been affected, not just the seven facing him. He hadn’t seen infuriated before, but a quick scan of the condition showed that it greatly reduced their chances of success in all skill tests, and made them much more likely to lash out with hands or melee weapons as opposed to ranged weapons or spells. They would draw only their lowest rarity action cards each round they remained infuriated, and only two cards per action. All their cards would be overlaid with random icons, and here was the best part: their other two action deck draws would instead be melee or hand to hand attacks, overlaid with random icons.

Ash couldn’t stop himself from laughing. The seconds ticked down, and he just laughed and laughed.

The mages all exchanged shocked looks. Caliel called for her troops to freeze, not to engage, but one of them dropped to the dirt and sprinted towards him in a frothing rage.

“Hit ‘em!” he shouted. “Go for it!”

His remaining girls stood and got their second wind. Evie popped off several headshots, dropping two more of the mages to the fortress’s rooftop defensive platform. Tinniel fanned out a myriad of arrows, hitting all of their opponents. Daisy shot forward and raked her blades over the sprinting mage, before looping around toward the two downed mages.

“You will die for this, Bard!” Caliel screamed, and she too shot forward to pelt him in the face. In the meantime, Netsu took one of the flank mages out with a whirl of hammer strikes, and

Another series of spells hit. Ash dodged aside, threw on the Overflowing ability from his Prismatic Harmonious Cape, and filled his mana points back up entirely.

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.

This allowed him to recast Essence of the Abyss and keep the bonuses to resistances, critical strikes and luck up. Before the mages could power up whatever insane spells they had on hand, he cast Abyssal Shield and braced himself for the worst.

Abyssal Shield

Abjuration, Double Rare (holo-foil)

Take hold of a near-invisible tower shield that deflects all normal damage sources (save hand to hand) to the abyssal realm. Other damage types that strike the shield are absorbed, including rare damage types. Upon absorbing non-normal damage, the shield grows in size, until a hard maximum is reached.

Holo-foil increases the damage maximum the shield can absorb by 20%.

Costs high mana. Duration: 1 minute. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

Caliel came in fast and hard, attempting to punch and kick him. The shield wouldn’t work against this, but he didn’t mind. These he deflected or simply took the damage, since she wasn’t a Monk or a Pugilist of any sort. She inflicted negligible damage against him, causing him to laugh even more.

On her second round, she hit an actual spell, and flung shards of stone at him. True to its word, the Abyssal Shield absorbed the damage and grew larger in his hand.

She roared, and for her third round continued to punch and kick at him. The mages behind her had also succumbed to the effect of infuriated, though one had succeeded somehow. He drew a large, ornate staff out of a dimensional pocket of some kind and slammed it into the rock. It began to unfold and multiply, whirring to life with reddish lightning energy. Another of the mages summoned a mighty creature out of a spinning portal. The thing appeared to be something like a dragon crossed with a centipede, with a long body and so, so many legs. In place of its dragon face, though, was a roiling purple inferno hovering a smidgen away from the stump of the neck.

“What the f—”

Ash didn’t have time to finish that thought before the thing dove down onto Daisy and disappeared her in a heartbeat. One second the dryadic was there, cutting one of the battle mages apart, the next she was swallowed up in purple fire and simply ceased to be.

Although it didn’t have any facial features, the thing froze and focused its attention on him. Wands (Attuned) told him this was an Infinipede and it was coming to kill him.

“Fuck,” he muttered, when another flurry of blows came at him from a hissing, snarling Caliel and another one of her associates. The UI informed him that the infuriated condition was nearing its end. Slowed had ended as well. In  the meantime he was taking one and two damage from all these strikes, and loving the way Essence of the Abyss

So he blasted forth with Improved Fireball and caught the mage who’d summoned the flame-headed centipede dragon. He wasn’t dead; these bastards had a lot of health to drag down.

He was also surprised to find the following message pop up in his UI the next time Caliel started chanting a spell.

You have resisted Power Word: Kill. You are immune to the instantaneous death condition. You have resisted the spell’s secondary effect. You are immune to the  paralysis and intimidated conditions.

Ash blinked in surprise, then opened his mouth and let out a loud laugh. Resistances and increased luck from Essence of the Hollow King had pushed him over the edge and into a place where he had a good chance of shrugging off even the most powerful of spells.

“Come on then!” he told the mage leader. “You got nothing!”

She didn’t. She had a dragon that could apparently kill with a single touch of its flaming head, she had a serious amount of power, and she had well-trained allies. Ash’s people were being taken from him, and the ace up his sleeve had turned out to be a joker.

“Kayle where are you?” He shouted.

The other thing Essence of the Hollow Knight did was resurrect his discarded cards each time he took damage. He got Improved Telekinesis back, and employed it immediately. Time was running out.

He threw Caliel with the spell, which materialized as a flash of purple magic looking like a huge hand. He tried to throw her directly at the Infinipede, but the creature was far too quick on its many feet. It dodged aside and kept running on its dozens of feet directly at him. The only glimmer of enjoyment he got out of the spell was watching Caliel bounce, roll, bounce again, and skid to a stop on the disturbed flagstones.

“Damn it, Kayle.”

She and Siya should’ve been here ages ago. Pff, ages. Like they’d been fighting for less than three minutes.

Ash tried to time his dodge away from the Infinipede for just the right moment. He knew it wasn’t going to work, but he hoped that maybe it would just graze him, or just take one of his arms rather than zapping him into space or burning his entire body in a Legend tier rush of magic fire. The Infinipede, for what it was worth, had been a consumable summon on the part of the battle mage, so at least she couldn’t use it again.

It wouldn’t do him much good if the thing effortlessly killed him and the rest of his people.

He was less than a second away from throwing his body to one side when The Devil’s Own Luck reactivated.

It was like watching a perfectly performed ballet. One second the creature was just about on him, and the next he tripped over one of the rock shards shot at him by Caliel. A chunk of lapis lazuli the size of a house fell where he’d just been standing and crushed the front part of the Infinipede. The force of it caused the hindquarters to snap up into the air and jerk, which swatted one of the battle mages like a mosquito. That individual smashed into one of the earthen spines Caliel had summoned out of the ground in order to destroy the runic circles he and Zirennia had been using.

What happened next he had to have explained to him, because it was too far off to see. The crushed battle mage’s blood spatter got into the eyes of yet another battle mage, one who was just about to cast a spell. She twitched and the spell fired off. Another battle mage who had been swooping down in to get at shot at him took the full brunt of the spell instead. Whatever the spell was supposed to do, Ash couldn’t be certain, but he dropped all his held items, which went spilling around everywhere.

One of these was a potion or a vial of acid.

Evie fired and hit the mage who had set up the contraption with the staff currently turning itself into a lightning field, and he jerked to one side. The wrong side, apparently, because he activated it with a brush of his hand, and was also inside the field’s area of effect at the same moment. He was immediately killed outright, dancing and jerking under the damage of the lightning before collapsing to a smoking heap.

The lightning field did succeed in blasting a huge, meter-wide beam of red electricity at Ash, who took the damage directly with his Abyssal Shield. It had been larger before, about two meters high and wider than Ash himself, but this attack sent it crawling over him entirely.

The last flanker who had sped toward Ash under the influence of the infuriated condition jerked to a stop aside him, in the exact wrong place. Arcs of red lightning splashed out away from the Abyssal Shield and onto the ground. The air smelled strongly of ozone and the sound was horrendous. One of those small arcs hit the ground directly where the vial of acid had landed, flinging it up and into the face of the flanker mage. The vial cracked and broke against his nose, and he started screaming. Perhaps the acid didn’t need to be magically enhanced to do the job of melting his face off, but it was magically enhanced nonetheless.

He managed to get three good shrieks off before falling to the ground and twitching in the throes of death.

And just like that, his ability had saved Ash’s life yet again.

Ash peered around the battlefield after this, and found that only Caliel was left. She now had the look of a cornered animal, staring around at the girls and Ash.

“You… what? How?” And finally, “No!”

“I told you,” he said softly. “I told you, you shouldn’t have come. But you did, and now you reap the whirlwind.”

The girls were staring around with the same kind of stunned disbelief. Rachel was pulling her daggers out of one of the flankers who’d been on the verge of killing Netsu. Tinniel just stood there, bow drawn and looking for more targets. Evie was doing much the same with her sniper rifle. Mylindria was the only one left out of the seven crystal girls.

Ash cast Arcanist’s Dispel on Caliel’s face and watched her already miserable demeanor worsen. As all the mana went out of her, she seemed to lose all fighting spirit.

“You’re not killing her?” Rachel asked from beside him.

“We need her for the next part,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“We have to join the Esotericum.”

“Oh,” Rachel said, clearly not pleased with that.

“Who called for the cav— oh.”

Siya’s triumphant shout cut off and another sky ship came into view. On deck, Kayle’s hands brimmed with arcane energy. Surrounding them were a good twenty people, all decked out in high level adventuring gear, all wielding obviously enchanted weapons, all ready to fight. Most importantly, also standing there, were Mae and Lillia, who’d fallen out of the Wind Runner when it was sheared in half. They had taken their dive with their wingpacks on, as they should’ve, and drifted down to the ground until Kayle’s sky ship had pulled up and retrieved them. 

“Bring my people back,” he told Caliel.

“If I do, you must promise—”

Evie snarled. “Fuck that! Just shank her ass.”

“Bring my people back of there are no promises,” he said. “I don’t care about having earth as part of the Esotericum. I’ve been informed by an inside source that membership is bullshit anyway, so I’m totally uninterested in you holding that over my head as leverage. Just bring them back.”


49- You’d Better Believe It

Caliel frowned, but seemed to accept the reality: she had no power, no leverage, and no leg to stand on. She concentrated, and while Ash braced for some inevitable final gambit, none came. Instead, the earth vomited out Zirennia, who appeared dead for several moments. In another few moments’ time, her eyes sprang open and she heaved in a great, deep breath.

Soon afterward, a whirlwind retrieved Bynes. It set her down gently on the flat fortress defensive platform, where she stared around in confusion for a moment before pitching forward and vomiting.

“How many Revives do you have?” he asked.

“One more. These are partials. They will need additional healing,” she confessed.

“Now my dryadic,” he said. Daisy had been touched by whatever purple fire the Infinipede had instead of a head.

“I’m sorry,” Caliel said. “If she had a Revive amongst her possessions, she will have respawned in the last Save Point where she rested, safe.”

“Tinniel?” he asked.

“I’m on it!” she chirped, and flitted away back towards the castle where they’d stayed the night previous. She should find Daisy there, since he’d given all of them Full Revives.

“My naiadic?” he asked, but only received a shrug in response.

Ash used Great Wave on the portion of the battlefield where Mizu had evaporated into mist, and several moments later, the humanoid form of Mizu appeared on all fours, coughing and retching. Netsu went after her, and soon had her wrapped up in a bear hug, spinning her around in the air and laughing with relief.

They had done it. And they had all survived.

***

The Esotericum mages had all survived as well. Every single one of them was equipped with Standard Revives, the shitty version of the Full Revives Ash had tucked away in his inventory for a rainy day. He’d used several in his adventures, usually to re-equip his action deck or change class. The Revives would resurrect the dead mages in the place where they previously saved, which wasn’t on this planet.

“What does that mean for your people?” he asked.

“I do not know…” she said. “Hopefully they will come back to life in our previous Save Point, back in the Foremost. If not…” She shrugged, as if to say something much, much worse could have happened to them. Their life force might be stuck in the space between realities.

From there, it was a simple matter of getting Caliel to admit she had access to a contract for membership, and that the process of assimilation into the Esotericum could begin immediately. The girls were all arrayed behind him at the negotiating table, while Caliel sat there alone, under the withering gazes of some four dozen earthlings. These included Ash’s core harem, his expanded collection of crystal girls, then Kayle and Siya’s people: earth’s mightiest heroes from around the globe who they’d managed to persuade to help out.

The contract itself between the Esotericum and earth was the perfect bureaucratic nightmare: long, full of dizzying legalese, and boring as hell. Ash was forced more than a few times to boost his Arcana and his Staves up to the Mythic level of his Diamonds skill using Jacked Up. This allowed him to understand everything he was reading.

For all the caveats, stipulations, and uses of the word ‘whereas’, the contract was clear on the rights they would have as a member planet. They would be expected to send representatives to join the governing body of the multiverse. A portion of the population, one in every ten, would be expected to enroll in and train as part of the Esotericum. The benefits of this were many and varied: higher salaries, better opportunities, and membership in the VIP program the multiverse had, for dispensing grants and resources back to planets in need. There were, after all, thousands of realities that counted themselves part of the organization.

“Don’t do it,” Kayle told him, during a break to consider the contract and what it meant.

“I wasn’t about to,” he said. “I’m just wondering how many battle mages show up this time, if we send her back with nothing but a note reading ‘NUTS’.”

“I… don’t… is that a World War II reference?”

“It’s out of a weird Stephen King short story I read as a kid, from my grandfather’s collection one summer.”

“Oh.”

“The little action figures came to life and attacked the hitman.”

“Indeed.”

“But it’s probably sourced from General Patton and the Battle of the Bulge.”

She nodded. “Brigadier General McAuliffe,” she said.

“Not going to lie, it’s weird how you know that kind of thing.”

She blinked at him, her demon eyes somehow both menacing and cute in their innocence. “What? I accumulated all the earth knowledge when I arrived. Using your internet.”

“Nobody can do that, you know. Except you.”

She gave me a smile. She’d been much less difficult to deal with after Ash had fucked her brains out.

“You shouldn’t sign this,” she told him. “It’s a bad deal.”

She took the time to point out each of the clauses and sub-clauses in the contract that were substandard in her opinion. It seemed that new member realities got the shaft. Older member realities with several thousand or tens of thousands of years of membership only had to contribute one or two percent of their population toward Esotericum servitude. Not only that, but the goalposts for lowering the amount of membership kept moving.

“It used to be ten thousand years of membership,” she said, “before the percentage fell below ten percent. Can you imagine one in ten of everyone on the planet being conscripted into service?”

“What’s the current time frame?” He asked.

“A hundred thousand years.”

Needless to say that not long after, he slid the contract back over to Caliel while clucking his tongue. “Sorry about this,” he said. “That’s a no-can-do on this contract.”

She’d been given a plush room usually reserved for royal guests, just down the hall from where Ash and the ladies had several more such rooms. The difference was they had Kayle Jai make her a prisoner in that room. A pair of shackles that appeared to be made of plain iron steadily siphoned away her ability to do magic, and fed that into a series of wards to keep her from breaking the shackles or escaping.

The remainder of the room consisted of thick rugs, sturdy and well-crafted furniture, and a lovely view down the mountain on the northeast side. Ash had the next room over, so he knew she’d been treated to a lovely sunrise this morning.

Just now she was seated in contemplation on a cushioned smoking chair, facing the fireplace and watching the flames dance. He took a seat in the other smoking chair and also watched the hypnotic dance of flames.

Soon, though, he felt her attention fall on him.

“You have no concept of what you’re up against,” she said, face darkening.

“I do know a few things. One, your team is either dead or they’re going to reassemble back in their home realities over the course of potentially dozens or hundreds of years. Two, a battalion is all the Esotericum is interested in sending over our way. After this, my reality is deemed a waste of necessary manpower and resources. Three, they’re not even going to send a rescue operation after you.”

“Your reality will be torn apart!” She declared imperiously.

“Lady, I was just told my planet would fall because the reclamation team would consider it their job to destroy me and mine. That was a six person team and they fell to a single magic item.”

Her eyes were wide.

“And your team couldn’t even handle my single mythic skill level. I think my reality will be fine, just so long as we can keep a large amount of high level people pointed at the stars.”

“You can’t fathom the power it requires to monitor and combat the demonic nightmares of the Other Places.”

“I’m thinking what you can’t fathom is how badly you’ve been played.” Ash pulled out the spork, but kept it out of view. Although he thought he could probably maintain a level of authority based on cock worship now, and recreate a new spork, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure.

He mentally allied with Caliel and watched as the change slowly took hold. For a time, there was nothing. Then, the minutes wound on, and she started asking him what the hell he was doing. She was clearly upset.

Eyes darting back and forth belied what was really happening: her mind was coming to grips, and acclimating to the home reality.

“I don’t… what are you… something is…” But none of those statements ended. She simply looked inward and confusion replaced the indoctrination of the Esotericum.

It took some time before confusion gave way to denial, and the other steps on her way toward acceptance. She raged, she cried, she pleaded and beckoned him to stop whatever vile mind magic he was doing, until finally she sat stunned.

“It’s all nonsense, isn’t it?”

He gave her a sympathetic frown, nodding.

“All of it… it’s all bullshit. It’s magically done. Indoctrination. Brainwashing.” That last word emerged in a horrified whisper. She’d been defiled by the Esotericum.

“I’m sorry.”

“Why did you show me this?” She asked.

“Well,” he said. “You can join me here, you can know inside your heart that what you’re doing isn’t based on a lie, and you can enjoy a simple life of doing magic and leveling up.”

She could even, if she felt like it, take a ride on the Ash express. If she really was going to complete her conversion to his way of thinking and doing things, the last step would be to climb aboard and experience what all the girls here had. She couldn’t have missed the lack of males amongst his party, until Siya showed up with several of the strongest adventurers in the world.

“I’ll get going,” he said. “There are plenty of sympathetic ears who will listen, beginning with our talented chef Aria. She’s amazing and probably has something cooked up that you’ll love. I have to go run an experiment.” He gave her a lopsided grin and stood from the table.

***

Ash watched in rapt fascination as Rachel slid out of her sneak suit. Her slim back appeared, after her shoulders came into view, until he was watching the material slide down further, revealing the twin globes of her ass.

Zirennia watched on as well, along with Evie and Ashley.

Rachel turned toward him with hands covering her breasts.

“Master,” she said, with a touch too much uncertainty. “Must I really…”

He nodded, the cue for her to drop her hands and reveal her stunning breasts. Then she wriggled out of the sneak suit and fell to her knees. The floor was stone but covered in a plush rug, and the light came from a dozen flickering candles.

Crawling across the floor to where he was seated took a deliciously long amount of time. He was growing hard just watching her ass sway back and forth as she came toward him.

She had a hungry look in her eye, and was licking her lips. As he’d expected, when she reached him, she had no intention of stopping. Instead he had to hold out a hand to bring her up short of touching him.

A whine grew in her throat.

“Sorry, pet,” he said. “I need you to say the words.”

Her eyes flickered over to where Evie, Ashley and Zirennia were sitting and watching, intent. Zirennia had already hiked up a skirt and was running her hand back and forth over the junction of her thighs.

“You can do this,” he whispered.

She closed her eyes and nodded.

“O Ash, who rises above mortal bonds, guide us with your wisdom, protect us with your giant… conquering… cock.”

Evie snorted, but he held out a hand and the giggling from she and Ashley died away. Rachel opened her eyes and glanced at the card they’d prepared. She was improvising, swapping out the word ‘strength’ for a rather flattering description of his member. Hopefully this worked, even though she was taking liberties.

“May your light pierce the darkness like you pierce my flesh, and may your voice calm the storm with every loud moan. May your cock bring us ecstasy with every thrust...” She reached up and ran her hands up his thighs, beneath the loose skirt-like garment he wore, and up over his junk. “Uh… grant us the courage to follow your path, and the grace to scream your name in all we do. We seek your guidance and your punishment, O mighty one, we seek to fill ourselves with your strength and your pounding and your seed. Amen.”

It wasn’t how the prayer was written, but the end result was the same. Ash pressed an ash-covered thumb to her forehead. The result was entirely too phallic, and he had to stifle the urge to laugh. It was, after all, the sign they’d prepared. He waited breathlessly for the UI message. It came far later than he hoped… but it told him they’d done it right.

Congratulations! You have received one point of Belief.

He stood and stared at the other girls, even while Rachel pushed her head up into his kilt thing and began licking around, then sucking.

“It worked.”

Ashley, Evie and Zirennia were all on their knees and naked at the other side of the rug just moments later. Evie wasn’t able to do it without giggling, but Ashley crawled across the rug like she was headed for the world’s most important job interview. The adoration on her face bordered on unsettling. Her eyes alternated between Rachel still on her knees and sucking him off with a swishing tail, and his serious face.

She too said the words, almost verbatim with how Rachel had just recited them. By the time she’d muttered the word ‘Amen’ she was also licking at his balls and sliding her mouth over the head of his cock, shoulder to shoulder with Rachel.

And he’d received another point of Belief.

The dance of lips and tongues felt incredible, but not as good as the Belief itself. The feeling was palpable and measurable. Ash’s chest puffed out of its own accord. He literally began to glow, softly at first, but by the time Zirennia had said the words and given him the third point of Belief, it too was clear and pronounced.

There was no transforming small objects into their earth selves, not before he’d had his first worship orgy session. It started with a slow and deliberate session with Ashley, and with Zirennia getting herself off while watching. They were supposed to say his name, and Ashley took this to heart. It wasn’t long before she was begging him to fuck her, hard, fuck her full of his divine essence. And then Evie was the one doing the praying, if only to get into the action and sit on his face, or pump herself up and down on his pole. She did end up invoking some holy words during her turn with the holy converter, Ash Phoenix.

Afterwards Mizu and Netsu joined in the Belief gathering session, where Ash had them repeat the words while naked, and after a rousing sermon, he anointed them.

It ended up taking 5 Belief points to convert a small picture frame in this castle into a clock radio that no longer functioned. It had identical properties to the spork: able to remind the owner and allies within a few meters of their true selves. Another six Belief points turned a candlestick into a flashlight, which somehow still worked.

He showed these to the resident heroes of earth. As gestures of good faith, they could have these if they agreed to simple terms: watch for power spikes and Esotericum intruders, report back here if they couldn’t handle the situation, or do battle if they could. Otherwise, the only other stipulation was that they continued to adventure, get stronger, enjoy the lives of progression and fantasy while knowing what the earth had been.

None of these people had any mixed reactions. Every single one, to a man or woman, accepted their flashlight or their teddy bear, or their Sweet Potato Festival pamphlet with astonishment, reverence, and love. Every single one of them stared at Ash with the joy and amazement of a child of five getting the Christmas present of their dreams. So… not only could they continue to be amazing in this world, but they could compare that amazing life of power and constant variety with the dull lives of the before time? And they could give this gift to their closest friends? Yes, they definitely agreed to the terms and conditions.

As for Ash, he had to continue to churn out the Belief points, to turn every day objects back into their former earth selves. After all, earth’s population still numbered in the billions. It was going to take a lot of cock worship to give the people of earth their old selves back, but it was a sacrifice Ash was willing to make.


This is the end of Get Lucky, Book 5: Voidblooded. This is also the end of Get Lucky as a series. Ash’s adventures aren’t over… just for now, and me writing them down. If they continue on in your imagination, awesome. I hope you have enjoyed the adventures of Ash and his ever-expanding harem of ladies, on this strange earth. I know I have.

If you can’t stand that it ended here, I’d be thrilled to hear it. Or if you just want to tell me you liked it and thanks for writing, I’m happy to hear that as well. Send me an email at nolanlocke.author@gmail.com. You’ll make my fkn day, promise.
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