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You ever heard the expression ‘too much of a good thing’?

Normally it’s one of those sayings you scoff at. There’s this meme of a really hot woman with large breasts, and the caption underneath it is, Whoever said ‘More than a handful is wasted’ was either gay or stupid.

(For the record, I don’t think gay guys would say that either, so long as it’s a handful of something other than boob.)

But if you’d told me that I would ever say ‘too much sex is a bad thing,’ I’d have laughed you out of town. Especially considering my pitifully small number of past romantic relationships. In most of them, I was lucky to have sex more than once a week.

And then I met Alaria.

She was a succubus in a virtual reality videogame – so, technically not real.

Okay, not even ‘technically.’ 

NOT real. 

Fine. Whatever.

Didn’t matter, because she felt real to me. Real enough that I fell in love with her.

I was her Warlock – a magician who summons demons to fight for him in the videogame I was QCing. After a tumultuous beginning, I agreed to help her take revenge on nine former ex-masters, and eventually wound up giving her her freedom.

She fell in love with me, too, and we went off and had more adventures. Pirates in a flying airship, nymphomaniac frost elves, that sort of thing.

And then we settled into a kind-of, sort-of relationship. I say ‘kind-of, sort-of’ because she hates the ‘R word.’

Things were going great – until suddenly they weren’t.

Because damn that girl likes to fuck.

But not just me.

And that was the problem.
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After our showdown with the warlock Saykir in the Northern Wastes, we spent another week in the kingdom of the frost elves. 

I had the time of my life. 

Between passionate sex with Alaria, threesomes with the beautiful priestess Eluun, and some crazy orgies with Alaria and up to 20 female frost elves at one time, I never wanted to leave.

Unfortunately, we had to. Because of Revenge.

No, not Alaria’s private quest for vengeance (although there was that, too). The Revenge was a pirate ship that belonged to a demon named Krug whom I’d freed. He’d sacrificed his ship to come save me and Alaria, and the frost elves were helping to repair it.

Except they weren’t any good at repairs. 

Which was understandable when you lived in a kingdom where virtually everything was carved out of ice.

The elves and pirate crew did their best, but in the end Krug realized there wasn’t going to be any way to get the ship airborne. However, it would still be seaworthy if we could only get it to the ocean.

So we basically moved it across ten miles of Arctic ice.

There’s this old film director named Werner Herzog who did a film called Fitzcarraldo.
It’s about a rich guy in South America who hires a bunch of indigenous people to move a 340-ton steamboat across a mountain. Apparently it’s based on a true story, although the real-life guy was smart enough to disassemble the freaking thing rather than move it all at once.

But not Werner. Unh-unh. He had his crew actually transport a 340-ton ship across the mountain, all in one piece.

This is the same Werner Herzog who pulled a gun on his lead actor Klaus Kinski (who was an insane bastard himself) and threatened to kill him if he walked off a movie set. That should tell you a lot.

In the end, we decided to follow Werner’s lead. (With the ship – not the gun.) We moved the Revenge via force fields cast by Mages, and rolled it over circular pillars of ice crafted by ice goblins. 

After it was all over, I understood why ol’ Werner might have wanted to pull a gun on somebody. But we still managed to put the ship back in the ocean without it sinking. 

After picking up some quest items I was owed in a fishing village, and after many heartfelt goodbyes with Eluun and the frost elves, we sailed fifteen days to the nearest port city of Exardus.

Exardus was a brand new experience, I can tell you that. It looked like somebody crossed Angkor Watt and the skyscrapers of Manhattan, but carved everything out of ivory. Everywhere you looked, gleaming white buildings soared 20 stories into the air. 

The city was one of the richest on the continent, but beneath the polished façade was a teeming underbelly of villainy and scum. (We’ll get to that part shortly.)

The important thing about Exardus was that it was one of the greatest shipyards in all of OtherWorld, famed for their craftsmanship and repairs.

It was also a decidedly amoral city. Meaning as long as you had the money, they didn’t care – they would do business with anybody. Including a bunch of demon pirates.

Which is how Krug, my imp Stig, and I found ourselves sitting across a desk from Varkus Gark, the head of the Shipwrights Guild.

Varkus looked like the Monopoly Guy. You know, on the old board games? Bald head, monocle, fancy suit, and only three feet tall. He was also unpleasantly fat – almost as big across as he was tall.

The only major difference between him and the Monopoly Guy was that Varkus was a goblin, and therefore green and warty.

Krug was the polar opposite – a gigantic grey demon, ten feet tall, with a lantern jaw, a chest like a barrel, and biceps big as Butterball turkeys.

Stig was closer to Varkus’s end of the scale: two feet tall, thin, like Yoda’s anorexic grey cousin. I made him come along because if I left him alone on the Revenge, he would have drunk himself into a stupor.

We were all sitting in a sumptuous, wood-paneled office that looked out over the bustling shipyards of Exardus. Judging from the office décor, the Shipwrights Guild apparently made bank.

“You were wise to come to me,” Varkus said. “Fortunately for you, my men are the best in all of Exardus. Unfortunately for you, the repairs to your ship will be quite expensive. My foreman says that the engines’ turbine system will need to be entirely overhauled.”

I could feel Krug getting agitated in the seat next to me. “How much?” 

“Four thousand gold.”

I almost choked. Four thousand gold was a pretty significant sum, especially at my current Level 14 Warlock status.

And I was on the hook for all of it.

Because Krug had sacrificed his ship to come save me and Alaria, I had agreed to do whatever was necessary to make it right. And by that standard, 4000 gold was absolutely a bargain. I could have lost Alaria to the Old Gods that Saykir had summoned and never seen her again. I would have given up everything I owned in the real world to make sure that didn’t happen, so 4000 gold was nothing.

And yet… it was still a lot of money.

Krug looked over at me.

“I’ll handle it,” I promised him.

“You better,” he grumbled.

“I can extend you credit, of course, but the amount will have to be repaid,” Varkus said with a faint smile. 

Then he slid a piece of parchment across the desk. The three-foot-long document was filled with near-microscopic text, all hand-written in looping script.

“There’s a great deal of fine print. You’re welcome to read it if you want, but the long and short of it is that I’ll loan you 4000 gold with weekly repayment installments due beginning a week after the repairs are finished. If you don’t repay it, well… I’ll be forced to make an example out of you.”

Oh – did I mention that the Shipwrights Guild was basically Exardus’s version of the Mob? And that Varkus was reputed to be both Don Corleone and Jabba the Hutt all rolled into one?

So when he said ‘make an example out of you,’ we all knew what he meant.

A computer window popped up with a quest item.

 

That’s Some Docked Up Repugnant Ship

 

Cute. A Pulp Fiction reference.

 

Sign for the loan from Varkus the Goblin to get the Revenge flying again.

XP: 2000

Cost: 4000 gold

 

Lovely. A quest I had to pay dearly for, with little to be had in return.

Sort of like my college degree.

“I’ll sign for the loan,” I sighed. “It’s my responsibility, I’ll cover it.”

“That’s a lot of booze, boss,” Stig said warily.

“Well, at least we’re still around to drink it.”

I picked up the quill that Varkus proffered and scribbled my signature on the parchment.

I was distracted by the golden ‘2000 XP’ that shimmered through the air. I didn’t see what Varkus was doing until it was too late.

The goblin leaned over and slammed some kind of a rubber stamp on my right hand. A brief pain seared my skin, leaving behind a shimmering gold seal that gradually faded from view.

“OW!” I yelled. “What the HELL?!”

“A Seal of Adjudication,” Varkus said matter-of-factly. “It magically binds you to the legal agreement until all payments are made. Just a formality.”

“You might have warned me,” I snapped.

“I thought you knew. It’s standard in all legal contracts in Exardus.” The goblin smiled nastily. “To make sure you repay.”

“If I don’t, then what – you drag me to prison?”

“No. As I said, we make an example out of you,” Varkus said, and pointed at a miniscule line on the contract.

Clause 57: Torture and Assassination for Non-Payment.

Jesus. I guess I should have read the fine print.

I’d never signed a contract with a ‘Torture and Assassination for Non-Payment’ clause – although it sure felt like my student loans had one in there somewhere.

“The seal can’t be broken until the payment is made in full,” Varkus explained. “And it will allow us to find you no matter where you might hide.”

“I’m not going to hide,” I protested.

“I hope not, for your sake. Alright, that concludes our business. I’ll get my best crew to work on your ship. The repairs should be done within two weeks’ time.”

“Two weeks?!” Krug roared.

“If you would prefer one week, we could put two crews on it for 8000 gold,” Varkus suggested.

“Two weeks will be fine – thank you,” I said, hustling Krug out of the room as fast as I could.

As we walked back along the docks to the ship, Krug was dour and silent. Despite all signs being decidedly negative, I decided to ask the favor I’d been mulling over.

“Um… look… do you think maybe you could front me the gold so I don’t have to be in hock to that guy?”

“NO.”

“Just a temporary loan – ”

“NO.”

“Why not?!”

“I’m a pirate. Pirates don’t GIVE loans.”

“Yeah, but – ”

“I don’t even have it onboard. It’s all buried on distant islands. We’d have to sail for days just to dig up one chest.”

“That’s a great idea!”

“NO. We saved you from Saykir. That’s enough.”

“You know, technically, I gave you your freedom – ”

“You sold us our freedom for five more journeys around the globe.”

“That was Alaria’s doing.”

“You went along with it,” Krug said accusatorily.

“Yeah, but – ”

“NO GOLD.”

Great.

We reached the Revenge and walked up to the deck along a plank. To save money, everyone had been sleeping onboard – although I didn’t know how well that would work once the repairs began. 

Once they’d reached land, the entire pirate crew turned into a nocturnal species, with lots of drinking and gambling and carousing until the sun came up. Either they were going to have to limit their excesses to the daytime while the repair crews worked, and sleep at night like normal people… or they were going to have to go into full-on, 24/7 party monster mode.

If Stig had anything to say about it, I’m sure he’d advocate for the 24/7 option.

Once onboard, Krug walked off to talk to some crew members. Stig and I continued down to the captain’s quarters – although actually they were now Alaria’s and my quarters. Krug was apparently happy with his old first-mate room, so we’d taken up residence. (Stig didn’t need quarters, he just needed a bottle of rum.) 

The former captain, Tarka the hot MILF, still resided in a storage room with magical stocks on her hands and neck that prevented her from using her warlock powers. Alaria and I took her out every once in a while to… ahem… ‘play.’

Once below decks, Stig and I passed by my other demon Dorp, who was meditating in the common area. He had a ball gag in his mouth, which the high priestess Eluun had told him was a magical artifact that would allow him to communicate telepathically with elves everywhere. Which he was trying to do so he could sing my praises worldwide.

I felt bad about lying to him, but it was the only thing that would shut him up.

“Mm mmtm,” he said as Stig and I walked by.

“Hey Dorp,” I said.

“Mm mmm-tm mm mrm mm – ”

“Keep at it, buddy!” I said, and gave him a thumbs-up.

Dorp returned the gesture and went back to meditating.

One more bullet dodged.

Unlike my massive debt load.

“This is messed up,” I grumbled to Stig.

“Messed up,” he agreed.

“Do you know how long it’s going to take me to earn 4000 in gold?! I’m going to be in Exardus forever!”

“Forever,” Stig nodded.

“And if I don’t pay, I’m going to get murdered!”

“Murdered.”

I stopped and looked at him. “Are you even listening?”

“Listening.”

“No you’re not – you’re just repeating the last thing I say!”

“Sssss…” 

He was about to repeat ‘Say,’ but realized it was the wrong reaction.

“Why are you just repeating everything?” I asked.

“…so I could sound like I was listening?” he said hesitantly.

“Why were you doing that?!”

“Because you’re boring.”

“I am NOT boring!”

“Yes you are,” Stig said, obviously glad to be free of the burden of pretending to be polite. “Same thing, over and over – complain, complain. You’re almost as bad as Dorp.”

I gasped. “You take that back!”

He thought for a second. “I take it back.”

“Good.”

“Dorp has the ball gag now, so you’re worse.”

“WHAT?! That’s not cool, man!”

“Neither are you,” Stig said mildly, like we were just discussing the weather.

“Well, sorry I’m not some drunk pirate who – ”

I was interrupted by a piercing female scream coming from the rear of the ship.

My eyes bugged out in fear.

Alaria!

Did Tarka get free and attack her?

Or did someone else break in?

I sprinted through the hall and swung open the door to the captain’s quarters – 

And found my succubus with her face between the open legs of a gorgeous dryad.

Who was still screaming because she was coming.

Loudly.

In OtherWorld, dryads are forest nymphs and exclusively female. They’re human in form, with pale green skin and dark green hair. They usually wear bikinis made of leaves and vines.

This one wasn’t wearing anything.

She was sitting on the massive desk in the captain’s office, which was right outside the bedroom where Alaria and I slept. The dryad’s upper body was tilted back and her arms were stretched out behind her on the desktop, giving me a full view of her nubile charms.

Apparently this had been their latest stop, because I could see Alaria’s boots, thong, and bra strewn across the floor in the other room, along with scraps of the dryad’s clothing.

I stood there in the doorway in silent shock.

As the dryad’s screams finally died down into heavy panting, Alaria withdrew her face from the other woman’s crotch and peered up at me happily. “Hi, honey!”

Stig peeked around my legs. “Awkward…”

“What are you doing?!” I asked in shock.

Alaria gave me an Are you stupid? look. “What does it look like?”

I glanced down at the desktop and the dryad’s bare ass sitting on it. “People work there, you know!”

“You don’t,” Alaria said.

“I – ”

Okay, she was right. 

So I ignored that part.

“I thought we agreed – ”

“No men,” Alaria said as she stood up, her bare breasts swaying back and forth. “Xenia’s female.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” I said, glancing at the dryad’s bare breasts – which were quite nice, incidentally. B-cups, firm and perky, with dark green areolas. Tight little body, thin arms –

The dryad smiled and chirped in some undecipherable language. “Briptok breet!”

Okay, so she didn’t speak English – although she definitely spoke ‘orgasm.’ The sounds a woman makes when she comes appear to be a universal language.

I smiled tentatively at her, trying to be friendly.

She winked at me and licked her lips.

Holy shit…

I could feel my junk begin to expand.

I forced myself to look back at Alaria. “But we… I thought we…”

Alaria put a finger on the dryad’s clit and started rubbing it as she kept up her conversation with me. “Thought we what?”

“Oh – oh – oh!” the dryad started up again, her face contorting in ecstasy.

“I thought we only – uh, could you not do that while we’re talking?”

“Do what?” Alaria asked innocently.

She’d moved on to inserting two fingers in the dryad’s pussy and now was vigorously fingering her, all while she still kept stroking the woman’s clit with her other hand.

“UNH – UNH – UNNHHH – ” the dryad shrieked.

The problem was, not only was it loud, but it was really turning me on, too.

Not that I could admit that to Alaria.

“Could you not bang her while we’re having a conversation?” I snapped.

“Actually, you came in here and started a conversation while I was banging her, so maybe you could not do that?”

The entire time she was talking, Alaria was moving her fingers like a piston inside the dryad. 

Schick schick schick schick – 

The dryad began screaming again. “OHHHHHHHHHH – ”

“I… uh…” I said, but couldn’t form a coherent thought. All I could do was watch the green woman’s flat, toned stomach tighten as every muscle twitched and rippled with orgasm.

Alaria grinned. “Not bad, huh?” she said loudly over the dryad’s screaming.

When the noise finally died back down again, I broke away from the hypnotic sight of the dryad’s body and looked at Alaria. “I just thought this was something we did together.”

From a room down the hall, Tarka’s voice yelled out, “That’s what I thought, TOO!”

“Shut up!” Alaria yelled angrily.

“Make me, you hell-whore!”

“Don’t make me come in there and fuck you up!” Alaria roared.

“…would you?” Tarka’s disembodied voice asked hopefully. “…please?”

“Babe – focus,” I said, waving my hand in front of Alaria.

“I’m focusing,” she snapped. “What?”

“Were you even listening to what I said?”

“No,” Stig said helpfully. “You’re boring.”

“Shut up!” I snarled, then looked at Alaria. “I thought that when you were with other women, I’d be in the room, too.”

Alaria frowned. “You are in the room.”

“No, I mean – all of us – ”

“We’re all in the room,” Alaria said matter-of-factly.

“NO, I mean – we’d all be – ”

There was silence as both Stig, Alaria, and the dryad stared at me.

Exasperated, I made an OK symbol with my left hand, then put my right forefinger through the circle and thrust it in and out.

Stig frowned. “What is…” he asked, then made his own OK symbol and slowly put his finger in the hole. But he left it there, not quite getting the concept.

“Do you mean fucking?” Alaria asked.

“Yes!”

She looked at me like I was insane. “Then why didn’t you just say ‘fucking’?”

“I was trying to be delicate!”

Alaria started fingerbanging the dryad again. “Why?”

I watched the dryad’s head lean back in bliss. “Well, I wasn’t going to call this ‘making love.’”

Alaria snorted in laughter. “This is definitely not making love. This is straight out – ”

Stig got the hang of the ‘pokie in the OK symbol’ and vigorously slapped one hand against the other as he rapidly moved his finger in and out.

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap.

“Yeah, that,” Alaria agreed, though she never stopped fingering the dryad.

“OH – OH – OH – ” the dryad shrieked.

My boner was at full mast now. Which annoyed the hell out of me, since I’d basically caught my girlfriend cheating on me.

Or whatever you called it when you were in an open relationship.

“Could you STOP that?!” I demanded.

“Why?” Alaria asked.

“So we can talk!”

“Nobody’s stopping you.”

I had reached the limits of my patience. I reached out and grabbed Alaria’s arm, ceasing her motion.

The dryad made a frustrated noise and looked up indignantly. “Jreekor vroot?”

“What’s your problem?” Alaria asked me.

“You said you wanted to be with women, so I thought we would be with women together,” I seethed.

“We are. We both did Tarka just last night.”

“Let’s do it again!” Tarka yelled from down the hall. “Prepare the battering ram!”

“I thought we were only going to be with other women together. Not separately.”

“I never agreed to that,” Alaria said, then laughed. “That’s just crazy.”

“That’s not crazy!”

“It is for a succubus.”

“Well, I didn’t know the first thing you’d do when we got into port was go behind my back and screw the first dryad you met on the street!”

“Ohhhhhhhh… now I get it,” Alaria said. 

“Good,” I fumed.

“You want me to share.”

“I – what?!”

Alaria shrugged like it was no big deal. “Okay.”

“No – that wasn’t what I – ”

With one fluid motion, Alaria swung the dryad’s legs off the desk, then flipped her around on her belly so she was lying atop the desk with her ass in the air in front of me.

A very cute, very firm little ass…

With beautiful wet lips right between her thighs.

I stared in shock.

Alaria looked at the dryad. She gestured with her head towards me as she did the ‘fingerbang the OK symbol’ with her fingers. “Vrook zhunk?”

“Kreeee!” the dryad nodded happily, and backed up so her ass was grinding into the front of my pants. 

As soon as she felt my erection, she looked back over her shoulder even more happily. “Vroot mvert!”

Alaria raised one eyebrow and gave me a half-smile. “In case you’re wondering, that was dryad for ‘fuck me hard.’”

I swallowed and stared at the toned ass grinding against my crotch.

I reached in my bag, fished out a couple of silver coins, and tossed them to Stig.

“Go get drunk somewhere for a couple of hours,” I ordered.

“So you can – ” 

Stig boned his OK symbol again: fwap fwap fwap fwap.

“YES!”

“Okay – thanks, boss!” he said, and scurried out of the room.

Alaria went over and shut the door behind him. Then she came up behind me, pressed her naked body up against my back, stood up on her tiptoes, and whispered in my ear.

“Okay… we’re both in the same room… so let’s fuck her together.”

Things got decidedly hotter from that point forward.
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The very first thing that Alaria did was unbutton my pants and free my erection, which sprang out like a Jack-in-the-Box.

The second thing she did was take my shaft in her hand and guide my throbbing, swollen head between the dryad’s legs.

I was pretty much in shock as she did it. Only seconds before, we’d been having a semi-argument about her fucking another woman. And now here she was, setting me up to fuck the other woman.

There’s this old song called 88 Lines About 44 Women about all the women this guy had slept with. One of the lines is about a girl who ‘held out to the bitter end.’ Then he contrasts her with another woman, saying She’s the one who put it in.

That second line pretty much described Alaria to a T.

I gasped as I felt the dryad’s wet lips touch my skin – but then I stopped.

The dryad looked over her shoulder and moaned, “Stur kroop!”

“What’s she saying?” I asked Alaria.

“Basically, ‘Don’t stop now,’ dummy.”

I frowned. “She called me a dummy?”

“No, I did.”

“But… shouldn’t I get undressed first?” I asked, stalling for time.

“No,” Alaria smirked, “I’ll handle that.”

And then she put one hand on my ass and slowly pushed me inside the dryad.

The beautiful green-skinned woman moaned and forced her ass back against me, taking me in all the way.

I grunted with pleasure, then slowly began to rock in and out of her. She was soft and wet, not too tight as her pussy caressed every inch of me.

At the same time, Alaria began taking off my clothes – first my cloak, then my shirt – and then started kissing and caressing my bare skin. She traced her fingertips softly down my back and licked her way down my spine.

The sensual touch and the sound of her kisses made me even harder.

“Do you want to go over to the bed?” I asked Alaria.

“Not yet,” she whispered as she pulled down my pants around my knees. 

Being inside the dryad was pleasurable enough – but Alaria was doubling and tripling the intensity. As I rocked back and forth, Alaria crouched behind me, playing with my balls, gently tickling them with the tips of her fingernails. 

After a couple of minutes, she held my boots in place as I stepped out of them, and tugged my pants down all the way until I was completely naked.

Then she stood up, sat down on the desk next to the dryad, crossed one leg sexily over the other, and grinned.

“Now really give it to her,” she said lustily. “HARD.”

I grabbed the dryad’s tiny waist and begin thrusting inside her as hard as I could, my pelvis smacking against her ass.

The green woman looked up at Alaria and moaned, “Sta vort kreer mik noor, bock ik tah voh kreet!”

“What she’s saying?” I panted as I kept thrusting away.

Alaria smiled. “She said that if she knew you were going to be joining us, she would’ve asked for you from the beginning.”

I beamed happily. “Did she really say that?”

“No,” Alaria said, dropping her smile, “she actually said that she likes it better when I do it.”

My face fell and I stopped thrusting. “She said that?!”

“Mreek? Vort, vort!” the dryad cried out, and began wiggling her ass insistently.

Alaria burst out laughing. “Oh my Goddess, you should see your face!”

“Wait – are you kidding or not?” I said, annoyed.

“Of course I was kidding.” Alaria pointed at the whimpering dryad, who was trying to thrust herself back on me. “Will you please just fuck the poor girl?”

I resumed thrusting, and the dryad started moaning again contentedly. But I wasn’t exactly happy. “So… did she say that about me being here from the beginning, or didn’t she?”

“Yes,” Alaria said, rolling her eyes, “she actually said that about you being here from the beginning. Stop trying to get your ego stroked along with your cock.”

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” I said crossly.

Alaria pointed down at the dryad, who was groaning and hanging onto the edge of the desk for dear life. “I think her reaction should be enough to convince you I’m telling the truth.”

It was true – the dryad definitely seemed to be enjoying herself.

“However, I’m feeling a little left out,” Alaria said with mock sadness. “Why don’t we move this over to the bed?”

She said something to the dryad in her language, and the dryad nodded eagerly.

“Alright, fine,” I said as I started to withdraw.

“Whoa,” Alaria barked, and leaned over and grabbed my ass to stop me. “Who said you could come out of her?”

“But how am I going to – ”

All of a sudden, the dryad kicked up off the ground, pushed against the desk, and basically twirled her entire body around my cock. When she finished, she was lying on her back with her legs straight up against my chest. 

It was a pretty amazing visual, and it felt even better.

“Oh my God!” I gasped.

“Just you wait,” Alaria said with a wink. “Dryads are known for being exceptionally flexible.”

The dryad cooed as she sat up and looped her legs around my waist and arms around my neck. I cupped her ass with my hands, then pulled her up off the desk with my cock still inside her.

As Alaria led the way across the room she said, “Don’t make her wait for it ‘til we get to the bed. Give her a little something while you walk her over there.”

I took her advice, stopped, and thrust in and out of the dryad. The green woman groaned and timed her pelvis to thrust against mine, taking me as deep inside her as she could.

Now that we were face to face, I finally kissed the dryad for the first time, which she enthusiastically returned. She tasted like mint, fresh and clean as spring water, as her small tongue swirled sensuously around mine.

It felt so good that we stayed that way for almost a minute, making out and fucking while standing up.

“I didn’t mean for you to do it forever,” Alaria complained playfully from where she lay on the bed, her arm bent and her head propped up on her hand.

No matter how good the dryad felt, as soon as I looked over at my succubus, I got just the tiniest bit harder. The curve of her hips… the dip of her tiny waist… those luscious breasts, heavy and firm…

I walked the dryad over to the bed – but before I could set her down, she twirled around again on my cock and settled chest-down on the bed. Then she pried apart Alaria’s legs and immediately began to go down on her.

“Oh my Goddess…” Alaria sighed, and grabbed the dryad’s green hair passionately between her fingers.

I watched in absolute bliss as the dryad went down on Alaria, as I rocked in and out of the dryad doggie-style, and as Alaria’s breasts jiggled and swayed. The dryad moaned with every stroke, and Alaria moaned right along with her.

But eventually my succubus got bored.

“New position,” she announced. “But don’t come out of her yet, Ian.”

Alaria made the dryad stand up straight. Then, like a traffic cop for sex, Alaria directed me to turn around and lie on the bed, and the dryad to lie down on top of me with her back against my chest. I was still inside her, just not as deep.

Then Alaria got on top of the dryad in a 69 position. It was an incredible sight – her dripping red lips right in the dryad’s face, which was right next to mine. 

As I slowly rocked back and forth inside the dryad, I began to feel a new sensation on my cock: Alaria’s tongue. She mostly focused on the dryad’s clit, but she occasionally favored my shaft with a few licks as well. She also began to caress my balls with her fingertips again. 

I reached around the dryad’s body and cupped her breasts, loving the softness of them in my hands.

The dryad started to moan louder. She was barely able to keep up the presence of mind necessary to lick Alaria at the same time, but Alaria didn’t seem to mind – her tongue lapped sensuously at the dryad’s clit, with her fingers bringing me ever closer and closer to orgasm.

Then the dryad climaxed, and her screams pushed me over the edge. Overcome by both sound and sensation, I bellowed as I came deep inside her.

As both my cries and hers died down to gentle moans, Alaria tsk-tsked us both.

“You two don’t get off that easily,” she said as she slid off the dryad’s body.

She gently pushed the dryad off of me and over to the side, then lay down on her back and pulled me onto her in missionary position. I might’ve just come, but I was still hard enough for Alaria to insert me inside her.

“Come on, loverboy, I want you to – ahhhh, that’s it,” she sighed contentedly as I plunged deep inside her. 

Then she turned her face to the dryad, pulled her in close, and begin making out with her, fondling the woman’s breasts as the dryad greedily played with hers.

I watched, mesmerized, as Alaria and the dryad pressed against each other – their mouths, their lips, their tongues, their breasts. It was a good thing I had already come, otherwise I would have busted a nut just from watching them. Together they looked like Christmas in more way than one – not only the interplay of red and green, but also the best present a boy could have ever hoped for.

Alaria took the dryad’s hand and put it down between her crimson thighs. As I moved in and out of Alaria’s pussy, the dryad began stroking Alaria’s clit in a circular motion.

Alaria began to cry out – a high-pitched, animalistic mewl like a female cat in heat – and  thrust her hips harder against mine, driving me deeper inside her. 

She moved her fingers over to the dryad’s clit as well and began massaging her. The dryad caught up with Alaria in no time, and within seconds they were both moaning in high-pitched voices.

“Oh goddess – oh GODDESS!” Alaria screamed.

“Vreet, vreet, VREET, VREET!” the dryad shrieked.

“Oh God – FUCK!” I groaned

We all came at the same time, with Alaria’s entire body trembling as the dryad shivered with pleasure, too. I grasped Alaria tightly as I emptied inside her, then collapsed atop both women. 

We spent the next few minutes just kissing each other and stroking each other’s skin. 

“You know, you were just multi-orgasmic,” Alaria murmured to me.

“I was?” I asked, bewildered, then realized she was right.

As comedian Adam Carolla put it, Same boner, different jizz.

“You’re still pretty hard,” Alaria grinned. “Want to try for number three?”

“Sure, I – wait, what are you doing?” I asked as she moved away from me and my cock slid out of her body.

I had my answer as she forcefully dragged the dryad closer, then took my shaft in her crimson hand and inserted me between the dryad’s lips.

The green woman moaned in pleasure as I sunk all the way inside her.

“Are you sure?” I asked Alaria.

She kissed me sensually on the lips, then pulled away with a smile. “I don’t mind sharing.”
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Okay, so things turned out great with the dryad.

It didn’t go quite as well the next time.

The next morning I stayed onboard the Revenge watching the repair crew do their thing. It was a bunch of gnomes – probably the only creatures small enough to climb into the ship’s turbine engines and dismantle them piece by piece, bolt by bolt. Not to mention that gnomes were the most mechanically inclined of all of OtherWorld’s races. They were born tinkerers and mechanical geniuses, and these guys in particular were great at their jobs. Two-foot-tall Tony Starks, the lot of them.

But there’s only so many repairs you can watch before you get bored to death, so I went down below decks to see if maybe Alaria wanted to get frisky.

Much to my surprise, she already was.

I heard the moans and groans before I reached the door.

“Again?!” I seethed as I flung it open.

At least this time they weren’t doing it on the desk.

They were in the bed – Alaria and a being made of water. It vaguely resembled the enslaved creatures on Odeon’s plantation, but this one had a decidedly curvy, feminine shape, and long hair made of flowing trickles of water. It sort of looked like the liquid metal T-1000 in Terminator 2, except all liquid and no metal. And a hot chick instead of Robert Patrick.

It was an undine – a female water spirit.

And it was fucking my girlfriend.

Alaria was on her hands and knees, moaning as the water spirit was doing her doggie-style from behind, its pelvis slapping Alaria’s ass with every thrust of its hips.

I frowned. The undine was completely naked. I could see her bare ass, her graceful back – I could even see through her – but I didn’t see a strap-on.

But if there wasn’t a strap-on, why the hell were they doing it doggie-style?

I got my answer ten seconds later.

“OH GODDESS – OH GODDESS – I’M COMING – ” Alaria screamed.

Suddenly the undine stepped back, and out from between Alaria’s legs slid a gigantic watery schlong.

Which proceeded to spurt clear liquid all over my girlfriend’s back.

“Oh yes,” Alaria moaned as water cascaded down her ass. “Unhhh…”

“HEY!” I yelled, absolutely furious – and mortified.

Alaria and the undine both looked over at me.

“Oh – hi, honey,” Alaria giggled, like absolutely nothing was wrong.

I stalked over while trying not to look at the watery wiener. “YOU SAID NO MEN!”

Alaria frowned. “Swaah’s a chick.”

“Then what is THAT?!” I yelled, pointing at the dong while simultaneously trying not to look at it.

“Oh,” Alaria said, and waved her hand dismissively. “She’s just faking it. That’s not a real one.”

“What do you mean, it’s not a – ”

Before I could get the words out, the liquid boner was completely reabsorbed back into the undine’s body, leaving behind a smooth, graceful, obviously female crotch.

The rest of her was obviously female, too – the tiny waist, the wide hips, the slender legs, the breasts that looked like graceful orbs of water – 

Really large orbs of water…

The undine placed her fingers in front of my face and snapped. The sound was more like two wet paper towels slapping together, but it was obvious what she was doing.

I looked up at the water spirit’s face, which was very pretty for something made completely of liquid. She looked like Angelina Jolie if Angelina Jolie were 100% water.

The undine made a V out of her two fingers, then pointed them at her face.

The message was obvious: My eyes are up here.

“Are you serious?!” I snapped. “You’re naked and fucking my girlfriend and you don’t want me staring at your tits?!”

The undine looked over in surprise at Alaria.

Alaria rolled her eyes. “I’m not his – could you stop calling me your girlfriend? Just call me your lover, okay?”

“Apparently you have a lot of them!” I snapped. “And what was that with the water dong?!”

“You didn’t say anything about strap-ons,” Alaria pointed out.

“THAT WASN’T A STRAP-ON!”

“I know. Neither of us had one handy, so we had to improvise. Swaah made one out of her body.”

I stood there gaping at Alaria, speechless.

She misinterpreted my reaction and sighed. “It only looked big, but it was made out of water, so it was like a big softie. Not hard at all.”

The undine put her hands on her hips like she was insulted.

“It still felt good!” Alaria said in exasperation to the water spirit. “Goddess, why is everybody so sensitive today?!”

“I don’t know – maybe because I came in here to find you fucking somebody else?!” I snapped.

“Ohhhhhh,” Alaria said with a smile. She got up from the bed, went over next to the undine, and stood there hip to hip with her. 

“You want to join in?” she cooed in exasperation.

The undine turned and glared at her.

“You should try it,” Alaria whispered in her watery ear. “Trust me – his gets hard.”

Actually, it already was hard.

The undine raised her eyebrows, intrigued, and looked down at my crotch.

I snapped my fingers and pointed at my face. “Hey! My eyes are up here.”

The undine grinned – then, as though to placate me, grabbed her own breasts and jiggled them with her hands.

You have never seen boobs jiggle until you have seen giant water boobs jiggle.

I just stood there, mesmerized.

“What do you say?” Alaria murmured seductively. “You’ll actually be able to see your cock inside her. And when you come, you can see that, too. Trust me, it’s pretty hot.”

“I…”

When the hell else was I going to have sex with a virtually invisible woman?

“…alright,” I muttered, and both women immediately set to tearing off my clothes.
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After that, it became a French sex farce.

I would leave the ship to run an errand, or step away for half an hour.

Then I would come back to the bedroom and invariably find Alaria with another woman.

Or two.

Sometimes four.

A lot of times they were hot. Elves of all different kinds… more nymphs… one really sexy fox…

By that I mean an actual fox-lady. With fur all over her body. Not just an attractive female.

Then there was the time I walked in to find Alaria spread-eagle on the bed and Tarka going down on her, stocks on her head and all.

“AAAAH!” I yelled.

Alaria and Tarka both looked up in shock.

“What?!” Alaria asked, alarmed.

“I thought this was our thing!” I said, gesturing towards the two of them on the bed.

Alaria shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“You don’t even like her!”

“I wouldn’t say that…”

“You want to KILL her someday!”

Alaria shrugged. “I may want to kill her, but she’s still a good lay.”

Tarka wiggled her eyebrows at me lasciviously.

“Plus she’s convenient,” Alaria added.

“Very convenient,” Tarka agreed, then pouted at me. “Just down the hall, and yet you never stop by to stick it in.”

I stood there frowning.

“Oh Goddess,” Alaria groaned. “Don’t be like that – just get naked and fuck us already.”

“Aye!” Tarka swung her bare, shapely ass around to face me. “Batten down the hatches! Raise the mizzenmast and fire that cannon deep inside me!”

I hesitated…

…stood there for a long moment…

…and then joined in.

I’m not exactly proud of that, though.

Next time it was a naked orcess trussed up in a makeshift B&D rig. Alaria was whipping her green ass with a riding crop when I walked in.

As soon as the orcess saw me, she roared, “HU-MAHN, I WILL KEEEL YOU!”

“This is Ian,” Alaria said, like she’d mentioned me previously.

“Ohhhh,” the orcess said in a normal voice, and smiled as she licked her lips. “Want to join us?”

“No, I’m good,” I said, and hustled back out of the room.

Then there was the time I walked in on a female dwarf going down on Alaria as she was standing up. 

Actually, both of them were standing up. 

The dwarf was the perfect height for giving cunnilingus, actually.

Probably the perfect height for fellatio, too, but I excused myself before I could confirm it.

Sometimes I joined in… sometimes I didn’t. I had a lot of opportunities, seeing as I must have walked in on her having sex two dozen times over twelve days.

Towards the end, I would just open the door… watch for a minute… sigh… then leave the room.

I drew the line when I found her with the four female gnomes.

It was a little disturbing. Like finding out your girlfriend has a fetish for midget porn.

Excuse me, that was insensitive.

Little people porn.

Either way, not my cup of tea.

And it was beginning to take its toll.
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My supervisor noticed something was off.

I worked as a Quality Control Tech for Westek, the company responsible for OtherWorld. They’d hired me to test out their prototype long-term immersion rig, which was how I’d met Alaria in the first place.

During one of my few work breaks (after all, I spent up to a week at a time in the game), I was sitting in the break room dejectedly eating a microwave dinner when my boss John Perkins came in.

“Ian,” he said, and sat down across the table from me. “How’s it going?”

Something about his manner seemed less like a friendly How ya doin’ than a boss trying to sneak in a year-end performance review under the radar.

“…fine?” I said warily.

“I’ve been looking over the latest QC reports. You’re not leveling up.”

“Oh,” I said, relieved. “Yeah, I’m stuck in Exardus waiting for the Revenge to be repaired.”

“I know – but the system’s showing your stress levels lately are through the roof, even though you’re not engaged in combat. What’s going on?”

“Oh. Uh… well, I’m personally on the hook for 4000 gold in repairs for the ship.”

John whistled. “Wow. Okay. So why aren’t you going out and questing to raise the money, then?”

“I… I guess you could say I’m having problems with my succubus.”

John raised one eyebrow. “Technical issues?”

“No, more… relationship issues.”

“Huh. Anything you want to talk about?”

I blushed. “Um…”

“Look, I get it,” he reassured me. “It’s a sensitive subject, I’m sure – but I’m not just your boss, I’m a guy. If you want any advice, or just need to get something off your chest, I’m here to listen.”

I sat there looking at him for a long moment, then thought, Why the hell not.

I had to talk to somebody about this shit or I would explode. So I launched right in.

“Have you ever been in an open relationship where you had threesomes with your girlfriend, and you both agreed you could see other people, but every time you turn around she’s sleeping with somebody else? Not with guys, just women – and, I mean, she asks me to join in every time I catch her with somebody, and the women are mostly really hot, but… I don’t know. It’s starting to bother me.”

John blinked at me from behind his black plastic-rimmed glasses. He looked fairly shell-shocked.  

“Uh… no. No, I’ve never experienced anything even remotely like that before.”

I nodded and sighed. “Yeah. I haven’t had anything like it happen outside of the game, either.”

John thought for a second. “You know, I may not be able to help you with this, but I know somebody who probably can.”

Now my curiosity was piqued. “You do?”

“One of the other QCers. He’s doing the alpha test on the adult portion of the game, too, and I think he’s even in the vicinity of Exardus. You want me to have him swing by and meet you inside the game? Maybe he could give you some insight.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, sure, I guess.”

I figured, what could it hurt? 

Might even help.

Turned out – not so much.
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“What is up, amigo,” my lunch partner said, clapping me on the back as he sat down.

I groaned inwardly as soon as I saw him. I’d already met him once before.

Robert the QC Warlock.

I’d run across him my first day of work. He was actually a decent guy – he’d given me a lot of information when I was first starting out, and he’d tried to help me alert the company when I was trapped in the game and couldn’t log out.

But he was way over the top. And just a little bit of a douchebag.

He dressed like he was the lead singer of a famous rock-and-roll band. Either that, or he was the bad guy in a porno Spaghetti Western. 

He wore all black, with a badass duster jacket that came down to his calves. His shirt was halfway open, exposing his hairy, muscular chest. Not to mention he was also tall and good-looking, with long hair and a neatly trimmed beard. 

Truth to tell, his handsomeness both intimidated me and made me a little resentful. Gamers weren’t supposed to look like this guy. Robert should have been a bartender in a trendy club banging a different chick every night, not a QC tech for a videogame company.

Thank God Alaria wasn’t around, or she might have broken our agreement about no dudes.

Oh, and he sounded exactly like Matthew McConaughey. I still kept expecting him to bust out with an Alright, alright, alright.

We were sitting in an open-air café in Exardus out on a public square. The sun was shining, a breeze was blowing, and we were surrounded by gleaming white architectural marvels. 

Other than my love life, it was a perfect day.

Robert leaned back in his chair with his legs spread alpha-male wide. “Last time I saw you, you were just a little buckaroo fresh off the boat, smellin’ like a skunk and wet behind the ears. My how things have changed. Lookin’ good, brother, lookin’ good.”

“Thanks,” I said, and felt bad that I’d ever thought ill of him. “You too.”

“I see you brought your imp this time.”

Stig sat in a chair opposite from Robert. He could barely see over the top of the table, but he watched us both like a curious toddler.

“Yeah.”

I didn’t mention that if I hadn’t brought him along, Stig probably would have been blind drunk by the time I got back.

Robert frowned and gestured towards his own neck. “Where’s his collar?”

“Oh… I, uh, I freed him.”

Robert’s eyebrows shot up. “Say what?”

“I freed him.”

“Why in the Sam Hill would you do that?”

I shifted in my seat. “I, uh… I got turned into a slave during one of my quests, and after that I just wasn’t comfortable having my demons being forced to serve me. So I freed them.”

“Huh. Well, that’s a new one.” Robert stroked his beard as he watched Stig, who kept looking back and forth between Robert and me. “Well, he’s still followin’ you around, so I guess you’re a pretty good master. That true, little dude? He a good master?”

“Yes,” Stig croaked, though he shook his head.

Robert frowned. “Why’s he sayin’ ‘yes’ but shakin’ his head ‘no’?” 

“Never mind,” I said, reluctant to get into it. “That’s just something he does. Where’s your succubus?”

Robert broke into a grin. “Kilara? Well, the boss man told me this might be a somewhat sensitive conversation, so I figured we’d just make it all dudes.”

“Oh… yeah, good idea.”

Robert gestured across the table. “What about your imp?”

“Stig? Oh, he’s fine. He knows everything.”

“Too much,” Stig piped up.

“Too much, huh?” Robert grinned.

“It’s awkward,” Stig said.

I shot Stig a glance and he settled back in his chair.

Robert laughed. “Awkward, huh? Well, I am lookin’ forward to hearin’ all about the Ian soap opera, but let’s order ourselves a little somethin’ to drink first, shall we?”

“Yes!” Stig agreed and sat up eagerly in his chair.

“It’s coffee, not booze,” I said.

“…oh,” Stig grumbled, and slumped back down.

Robert caught the eye of our very cute elf waitress. “Darlin’? Could I steal you over here for a minute?”

And then he just proceeded to charm the hell out of her.

I sat and watched the master at work – and he was definitely a master at flirting. Within twenty seconds the elf was eating out of his hand. She laughed at all his jokes, brushed her hair back multiple times, even touched his shoulder.

I thought some of his lines were cheesy as hell, but he pulled them off somehow. Like, “I like my coffee like I like my women – hot and sweet, just like you, darlin’.”

Our waitress loved that one.

I was pretty damn jealous, actually. And doubly glad I hadn’t brought Alaria.

After we ordered our drinks, Robert watched the elf sashay off. “Mm, mm, mm. I tell you, compadre, I got a hell of a chick – but every now and then I see an ass that makes me go Daaaamn. I mean, I get filet mignon every night of the week, but sometimes you just want a good, juicy burger. Know what I mean?”

“…yeah…” I said, though I would have preferred just sticking to my filet mignon and not having the side dishes quite as often.

“Speakin’ of succubi, how’s the quality on yours, ese?”

“Uh… she’s great.”

“Fine as hell?” Robert asked, a big grin on his face.

“Uh… yeah, she’s pretty damn hot.”

“How’s that ass?”

“Pretty spectacular.”

“And the rack?”

“Even more spectacular.”

“Hot DAMN I love this job. Fuckin’ love it. ‘Scuse my French.” Robert laughed, then settled back in his chair. “All right, muchacho, why don’t you tell me about these here lady problems you got.”

I hesitated. “Well… we’re kind of in an open relationship.”

Robert cocked an eyebrow. “‘Relationship’?”

He said it like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Yeah.”

“Why the hell are you callin’ it a relationship? What are you, a chick?”

I frowned. “NO, but I care about her…”

“Care about her? No, no, no, no, no. You may be in lust with her, amigo. You may loooove fondlin’ those fine-as-hell knockers and tappin’ that sweet, sweet ass, but you ain’t in no relationship. You’re a damn Warlock, and she’s your succubus. That’s why you got problems, ese – cuz you got a screw loose up here.” He tapped his temple with his finger. “You’re thinkin’ ‘relationship’ when what you should be thinkin’ is ‘penetrationship.’ ‘Side piece.’ ‘Fuck buddy.’ You feelin’ me, ese? If you’re havin’ problems, just man up and order her to stop bein’ a bitch. Case closed.”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten why I thought Robert was kind of a douchebag.

Nice of him to remind me.

“It’s not quite that simple,” I said, irritated.

“What, don’t tell me you freed her, too,” he said flippantly.

I just sat there and didn’t say anything.

He stared at me. “…you didn’t.”

“Yup,” Stig said.

“Why the hell would you do that?!” Robert exploded.

“I told you I didn’t feel comfortable having a slave – ”

“Well no wonder you got problems, dumbass!” Robert said, then smacked me lightly on the back of the head. “You don’t got a succubus anymore, you got a regular chick on your hands! And DAMN, son – why the hell would you give up a succubus for a regular chick?!”

“She’s still a succubus,” I growled.

“No she’s not, or you wouldn’t be havin’ problems! Whether you like it or not, you got a bitch on your hands now, and bitches be crazy, ese!”

Stig perked up like he was listening more carefully.

“She’s not a bitch,” I protested.

“Maybe she ain’t. Maybe you’re the bitch now. Her little prison bitch.”

Stig just snickered. “Yup.”

“Hey!” I snapped.

Robert pointed at Stig. “The imp knows what’s what. You got yourself a situation now, and you got to fix it, compadre. And pronto.”

“And how am I supposed to do that, exactly?”

“You got to reach deep inside you and get in touch with your inner Samuel L. Jackson, my man. When she’s actin’ up, you gotta be like, ‘CHILL, bitch!’ Tell that bitch to CHILL!”

Oh God.

He was giving me relationship advice straight out of Pulp Fiction.

“And if that don’t do it?” Robert said rhetorically as he raised his flat hand up in the air. “Then you got to keep the pimp hand strong.”

“I’M NOT GOING TO HIT HER!” I yelled, incensed.

At that very moment, the elf waitress showed up, looking incredibly uncomfortable.

“…awkward…” Stig muttered.

Robert smiled tightly at her as she put down our drinks. “Thank you, darlin’.”

She didn’t flirt with him again. In fact, she beat a pretty hasty retreat.

Robert leaned over the table towards me and hissed, “I ain’t sayin’ you literally go all Dolemite on her ass – ”

“Dolemite?” I asked, confused.

“Pimp, son, pimp! I’m sayin’ you got to have the mindset.” Robert tapped his temple again. “Big swingin’ dick, my man. BIG swingin’ dick. No chick’ll fuck with Samuel L. Jackson. They’ll fuck him, sure, but they won’t fuck with him.”

I groaned inwardly.

This had been a bad idea.

“I see you rollin’ your eyes, amigo,” Robert said as he pointed at me. “But you’re the one goin’ without the poon, not me.”

“I’m getting plenty of… ‘poon,’” I said distastefully.

“Uh-huh. What, does she suck your pecker whenever you order her to?” Robert asked mockingly.

“I don’t have to order her.”

Robert paused, then frowned. “…really.”

“No. She likes doing it. A lot.”

Robert leaned forward. “Really.”

“Yes, really.”

“Does she do… you know…”

He silently mouthed Anal?

“We haven’t gone there yet,” I said.

Robert settled back in his chair, a smug look on his face. “Well, we can’t all get everything we want in life.”

I glowered at him.

Douchebag!

“So if you’re gettin’ your horn tooted and all the poon you want, what’s the problem, cabron?”


I blushed. “She, uh…”

“Spit it out.”

“…she’s kind of sleeping around behind my back,” I muttered.

Robert sat up like somebody had just fired off a shotgun. 

“Unh-unh. Oh HELL no. No Bueno, muchacho, no bueno. That bitch has got to go. How’d you find out?”

“Well, I keep coming home and finding her in bed with other people.”

Robert stared at me like I was insane. “And you ain’t kicked her to the curb yet?!”

“Well… I mean, sometimes I like joining in…”

Robert put his hand to his mouth and puffed out his cheeks, like he was trying to stop himself from vomiting.

“What?” I snapped, offended.

He held out a finger, like Hold on a minute. His cheeks went back to normal, and he quickly took a sip from his coffee.

“Sorry, I kind of threw up in mouth a little,” he said.

“What?!”

“Look, ese, you can do whatever you want – no judgment here, I just don’t swing that way. And whenever I say ‘Big swingin’ dick,’ don’t go gettin’ pictures in your head and shit, alright?”

“What the hell are you talking about?!”

“I’m sayin’ if you wanna go wadin’ in the penis pond, then you do you, hombre. Meanwhile I’m gonna be hangin’ out at the pussy pool.”

“The what?!”

“I think I see your problem now, vato. You don’t need a succubus… you need an incubus.”

I stared at him, uncomprehending – 

And then I finally got it.

“YOU THINK I’M DOING THREESOMES WITH GUYS?!” I shouted.

The elf waitress had just come up to our table again.

She froze…

…then turned around and walked away without saying anything.

“So awkward,” Stig muttered.

“Could you keep it down?” Robert hissed. “I mean, no offense, you can do what you want, but I don’t need the ladies thinkin’ I keep your kind of company down at the pickle ranch, you know what I’m sayin’?”

“She’s sleeping with women,” I snapped.

Robert froze. “Say what now?”

“Women. Alaria’s sleeping with women.”

Robert narrowed his eyes. “Like… women women? With tits and shit?”

“Yes! A different woman every night! Actually, more like three times a day!”

Robert just sat there, still as a statue.

Finally he said, “And you’ve got a problem with this?”

“Well – yeah.”

He reached out and smacked me on the back of the head again – this time a lot harder.

“Ow!” I yelled.

“What are you, a damn Mormon?” he said accusingly.

“No! What’s that got to do with anything?!”

“So your woman’s playin’ naked Twister with hot chicks. If that’s a problem – and I would highly contest that fact – then they are quality problems, amigo. HIGH quality problems.”

“I guess, but – ”

“Hell, I take it back about you bein’ a Mormon. Mormons got sister wives – I’m sure they all get freaky from time to time and don’t act like prissy little bitches about it.”

Stig snickered again.

“But it’s ALL THE TIME,” I protested.

“Well get in on that action, tonto! Get some of that sweet threesome lovin’!”

“I have!”

Robert froze again. “Say what?”

“I’ve had lots of threesomes with her. With women,” I added hastily.

Robert acted like he couldn’t exactly process what I was saying. “Say what now?”

“How much clearer do I have to make it?” I fumed. “I’ve had lots of threesomes with Alaria and other women.”

Robert just sat there in stunned silence. 

When he finally spoke, he asked, “Is there some kind of threesome patch I missed out on? Did I miss out on the threesome patch?”

A ‘patch’ being a change the company made to OtherWorld’s computer code.

“I don’t know,” I said angrily.

“Why didn’t I get the threesome patch?” he muttered to himself, then thought of something else. “Hold up – you said ‘lots of threesomes.’ How many is ‘lots’?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know – dozens, maybe. It depends on how you count them.”

“What do you mean, ‘how you count them’?”

“Well, if we have sex with twenty other women, is that twenty threesomes, or is it just one orgy?”

Robert smiled smugly, like he’d finally figured out I was bullshitting him. “It’s only an orgy if you do all twenty in the same room at the same time, compadre.”

“Yeah, I know that.’

Robert’s smile faded. “Wait… so you’re sayin’ you’ve had an orgy with your succubus and… twenty other women?”

“Frost elves. Yeah.”

Robert leaned back in his chair and looked both stunned and sick, like you might if you found out the ex-girlfriend you dumped last week just won the lottery.

“Why didn’t I get the orgy patch?” he muttered to himself again, then launched back at me. “These frost elves – they were, like, dogs, right? Like, threes and fours?”

“Three and four at a time?”

“No, dummy, threes and fours on a ten-point scale.”

“No, they were all hot.”

“…sevens?”

“What’s a seven, exactly?”

“A girl you say, ‘Hell yeah, I’d tap that’ based just on looks alone. A six has gotta have at least a good personality.”

I shrugged. “Then they were eights and nines, at the very least. And a couple of tens.”

Robert looked like somebody had gut-punched him. “Twenty 8’s and 9’s… at one time.”

“Yes.”

“Bitches be bangin’, is what you’re sayin’.”

I squinted in confusion. “Are you talking about them having sex, or – ”

“They were attractive.”

“Oh. Yeah.” I nodded and raised my eyebrows. “OHHH yeah.”

“And you… you and them…”

Stig made the OK sign and poked his finger through the hole rapidly.

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap

Robert looked sick as he pointed at Stig. “You did that with all of them?”

“Only some of them.”

“Oh,” Robert said, smiling in relief.

“Yeah. Frost elves have really small vaginas, so I was too big for most of them.”

“Too… big,” Robert repeated.

“Yeah. The ones who like that sort of thing, though, they can’t get enough of you. I got laid like a rock star while I was there.”

Robert was looking a little green around the gills. “…rock star…”

“With the rest of them it was just oral and handjobs, mainly. A lot of oral, actually.”

Robert looked incredibly unhappy. “So… these frost elves… was that all the threesomes you had, or – ”

“No, that was just while we were up north. Then there were dryads, an undine, a forest elf, a pirate – ”

“A pirate?!” Robert snapped. “I thought you said this was all girl-girl-guy shit!”

“It is. She’s a sexy MILF pirate.”

“…sexy… MILF pirate?”

“Yeah.”

Robert looked like his dog had just died. “…I love sexy MILF pirates…”

“Haven’t you and Kilara had a threesome yet?” I asked.

“…no…”

I just sat there in silence, looking at his long face.

“Sad,” Stig said, and slurped down some coffee.

I could see this wasn’t really going anywhere, so I stood up from my chair. “Look, I should really be getting back. Alaria’s probably doing somebody else right now – ”

Robert got a look on his face like a man possessed, then jumped up and forced me back down in my seat.

“Nope,” he said, and pulled out a piece of paper and a quill from his jacket.

“What do you mean, ‘nope’?”

“You ain’t goin’ anywhere till you tell me every goddamn thing you ever did that led up to a trio, amigo. Alright – start at the very beginnin’.”

I tried to bow out again, but he was adamant. In fact, he had a distinctly unhinged look in his eye – so I stayed and told him everything I could remember.

We were there awhile.
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“And how does that make you feel?”

I was lying down on a couch
in the office of the company psychologist, Dr. Warner. She was a 40-ish woman with short hair and glasses.

John had sent me to her when Robert the QC Warlock hadn’t done me any good. In fact, John was a little pissed because now all Robert talked about was ‘Why didn’t I get the orgy patch?’

“I keep telling him there isn’t an orgy patch, but he won’t believe me,” John griped.

Anyway, when Robert proved fruitless, my boss sent me to Dr. Warner.

Which was another whole barrel of irritating crap.

“When you find this… ‘Alaria’ with another woman, that is,” Dr. Warner clarified. “How does that make you feel?”

“I don’t know,” I said crossly.

I’d always disliked therapists. I had to go see one when I was eight, after my parents got divorced and I started getting in fights at school. 

I always felt like therapists were judging you. Looking at you like a bug under a microscope or something.

“Well, are you angry?” Dr. Warner prodded.

“Yeah, of course.”

“Why ‘of course’?”

“She shouldn’t be doing that behind my back.”

“It doesn’t sound like she’s doing it behind your back at all.”

I gritted my teeth. “You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t, actually. You agreed to this arrangement, did you not?”

“…yes, but…”

“But what?”

“People in love aren’t supposed to sleep with other people!” I snapped.

Then I winced.

Shit. 

I shouldn’t have said that.

Now here comes the Freudian bullshit.

Dr. Warner’s eyebrows shot up. “So you’re in love with this woman?”

I sighed. “…yes.”

“Fascinating,” she said, and wrote down something on her notepad – just like you would if you were describing a bug under a microscope. “You do realize she’s a computer program, don’t you?”

“Yes, but – ”

“She’s not real, Ian.”

“I know that, but – ”

“We’re almost out of time for today, but I want you to tell your supervisor to put you in touch with the programmer responsible for creating this ‘Alaria.’ I want him to show you the actual code that makes her up. I want you to see that she’s nothing but a computer file made of zeroes and ones.”

“How’s that going to help?”

“OtherWorld is an elaborate fantasy, and the brain can’t tell the difference between it and reality. However, if you are armed with the undeniable knowledge that what you’re seeing is not real, then I think it will lessen your emotional attachment to things inside the game.”

“Like when Neo sees the Matrix,” I murmured.

“More or less. We should probably go into your issues with communication and relationships at some point, but the priority as I understand it is to get you back to work. And I think your issues will clear up immediately once you see with your own eyes that Alaria is not real.”
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“Of COURSE she’s real.”

I stood there and stared at the computer programmer. His name was Desmond, though he looked a lot like Gilfoyle from Silicon Valley.


Long greasy hair? Check. 

Scruffy beard? Check.

Plaid flannel shirt over a Led Zeppelin shirt? Check. 

Permanent scowl? Check.

Isolated from the rest of humanity by walls of CPUs, like a troll in a plastic castle? Check. 

The only thing different was his glasses, which were round, John Lennon-style spectacles. But otherwise, Desmond looked like a carbon copy of the HBO show’s snarky, deadpan a-hole.

“What do you mean, ‘she’s real’?” I asked in disbelief.

Gilfoyle – sorry, Desmond – rolled his eyes. “This stupid shrink of yours wouldn’t know the first thing about AI if it bit her in her ass. Look, you know the Turing test, right?”

“Yeah, what about it?”

The Turing test was developed by the pioneering computer scientist Alan Turing back in the 20th century. The idea was, once a computer could exhibit intelligent behavior indistinguishable from a human’s, then for all intents and purposes the computer could ‘think.’ It might not be self-aware – but as they said on the show Westworld, if you can’t tell the difference, what does it matter?

“Alaria passed the Turing test in 997 out of 1000 trials we ran on her – and that was text alone. Personally, I think the three who said she wasn’t human were just lucky guesses. When we added in her voice during the next round, she passed it all 1000 times. Hell, from everything you’ve told me so far, I’d say she passed your own private Turing test.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t make her real.”

“‘Doesn’t make her real,’” Desmond grumbled to himself, as though exasperated I could be so stupid. “Alright, think about it this way: what is a person?”

I frowned. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“We’re going to do Philosophy 101 right here, right now?”

“You obviously need a refresher course. What is a person?”

“It’s a human being.”

“Alright, setting aside all issues of anthropocentricity for a second – what is a human being?”

“Uh… a Homo sapien.”

“Actually it’s Homo sapiens with a ‘s’ at the end, but don’t just give me another label for ‘human.’ Tell me what a human is.”

“It’s a person walking around with a body.”

“Oh, so if they can’t walk, they’re not a person?”

I rolled my eyes. 

Politically correct asshole.

“Of course they’re a person.”

“So they have a body?”

“Yes.”

“What happens if you take away the arms and legs? Is a quadruple amputee still a person?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Okay, now take away the body. All you’ve got left is a head, and doctors are able to keep it alive by pumping nutrient-rich blood into it. Still a person?”

I winced at the slightly gruesome image. “Yes.”

“Alright – what makes it still a person?”

“The ability to speak, and think, and – ”

“Say it has a stroke and can’t speak anymore. Still a person?”

“Yes!”

“So thinking is what makes it a person?”

“Yes.”

“Dogs think. Are they people? Gorillas think. Shit, virtually every mammal thinks – probably every single animal more complex than a worm does some kind of thinking. Are they people?”

“What’s the point of this?” I snarled.

“I’m trying to get you to tell me what makes a person a person. And frankly, you’re not doing a very good a job of it.”

“Emotions,” I snapped. “Personality. Self-awareness. Ability to reason. Empathy. Memory. Language. The ability to think about the future.”

“Better,” Desmond said. “Now let’s go back to that disembodied head in the lab we were talking about. Imagine there was an accident and they have to remove all the tissue and bone, leaving just the brain. But the brain can still communicate via electrodes hooked up to a computer. No loss of cognition or self-awareness. Still a person?”

I hesitated. “Not really…”

“No? Say you’ve got a guy with a brain, a head, a body, two arms and two legs – but he’s dead and cold on the slab. Still a person?”

“Well, he’s a dead person.”

“Person – yes or no?”

“Yes.”

“Really? ‘Cause they’re about to plant him out back and make him worm food. He can’t sit up, can’t talk to you, and he’s no longer aware he exists, but you still think he’s a person?”

“Alright,” I sighed, “not a person.”

“So what about the brain in the vat, which can talk to you and can reason and still interact. It has emotions, personality, memory, language – and it’s very aware it’s a brain in a vat. Person or not?”

“Could we get to the point?”

“Yeah, I don’t think you get it, so I better spell it out.”

“Hey – ”

“The problem is we tend to think of ‘people’ as the hardware – the face, the bodies, the organs, the brain. Because that’s what we deal with every day. We can’t tell what’s going on in inside, so we just accept the outside wrapper as being the thing itself.

“However, if the brain dies, it’s not a person anymore. But a living brain and a dead brain are indistinguishable except for the electrochemical shit going on while it’s still living. And that electrochemical shit contains all the memories, thoughts, emotions, everything that makes a person a person. So it’s not the hardware that makes a person, it’s the software. The code that runs on it. And from that standpoint, Alaria’s very much a person. She’s software, yeah, but she’s programmed to have emotions, and reason, and memories, and the ability to communicate and think about the future. From that point, she is entirely real.”

“Yeah, but you created her,” I pointed out.

“Evolution created the entire human species over millions of years until the night your parents got liquored up, bumped uglies, and your mother popped you out nine months later, at which point they instilled in you a bunch of superstitions, neuroses, dumbass rules, and mostly useless facts throughout your entire childhood. You were absolutely created, even if the process was longer and messier than the one used to create Alaria. Does that mean you’re not a person?”

Ouch.

Desmond’s analysis was painfully dead-on.

Still, I wouldn’t give up. “But Alaria doesn’t have free will.”

“Of course she does – within the narrow confines of what her personality and programming allows. It’s the exact same thing with you and me.”

“How’s that?”

“Are you going to go on a murderous rampage tomorrow? Probably not, unless you’ve got some serious shit going on underneath this whitebread exterior.”

“Hey!”

“That, or you suddenly undergo a psychotic break. Which is probably not going to happen. So why wouldn’t you go on a murderous rampage?” Desmond asked, then answered his own question. “Because it’s not consistent with your personality and societal programming.”

“Yeah, but I could choose to do something that’s not consistent with my personality and societal programming.”

“Really? Okay. Suck my dick.”

He said it in such a deadpan way that I thought he was serious.

I stared at him. “…what?”

“You’re a heterosexual guy, right? You obviously are if you’re into Alaria.”

“Yeah?”

“So choose to do something that goes entirely against all your inclinations. Suck my dick.”

I looked around to make sure nobody was overhearing this, then whispered, “I’m not going to suck your dick!”

“Go on. Prove to me you can do something totally inconsistent with your normal inclinations.”

“I should report you to HR!”

“Narc,” he sneered. “I’m just making a point.”

“Which is?”

“You have no more free will than Alaria does. You not sucking my dick proves as much.”

“Well, I could if I wanted to – ”

“But you don’t want to, so you’re not going to. And if you’re not going to, what’s the difference between that and ‘you can’t’ or ‘you won’t’? If you have free will but you absolutely refuse to use it, then what’s the difference between that and having no free will at all?”

“Jesus, I can see why they stuck you back here away from everybody else,” I muttered.

“The point is, Alaria has everything that you said defines a person. She just exists in a different version of reality, that’s all.”

“She doesn’t know she’s in a videogame,” I said, like Aha, gotcha!

“The Buddhists say that everything around us is an illusion, and that the unenlightened are unaware that it’s an illusion. Does that mean you’re not a person? ‘Cause you’re sure as hell not enlightened.”

“You’re seriously using Buddhism to argue Alaria’s alive?”

“To argue that she’s a person. I didn’t say ‘alive.’ Not in a biological sense the way we normally think of it. Although we could talk about that if you want to – ”

“NO.”

“Fine. Probably just as well. You have the close-minded bigotry of organic lifeforms against anything that isn’t carbon-based like you.”

I shook my head. “You realize everything you’re saying sounds like you came up with it during an acid trip, right?”

“I just like to keep an open mind. Unlike some people, including dumbass shrinks who think they know everything because they’ve got a string of letters after their names.”

“So you’re saying Alaria is real.”

“For all intents and purposes, yes.”

“Are all NPCs real, then?”

“A better question is, ‘Are all NPCs persons like Alaria.’ No. Only a few. We’ve been working on it for a while now – adding actual Artificial Intelligence to the game. Right now, only about 1% of all NPCs are true AIs. And to be honest, in order to have storylines play out the way we want, we’ll probably always need to keep 90% of the NPCs as pre-programmed automatons. But eventually we’ll be throwing more and more of them in there, which will make things way more unpredictable. Like real life.”

“Is Stig an AI?”

“Yes, although he’s a version 3.7. Much more limited, although he has a full range of emotions and reason and a well-defined personality. Alaria’s version 5.9.”

“What about the pirates on the Revenge?”

“Most are just regular NPCs, but a few like Krug are at Stig’s level, give or take. Emotional responses, ability to think on their feet and react to new stimuli, but far more limited than Alaria. Strictly confidential between you and me… Alaria’s the most advanced AI we’ve got in the game right now. At least, the most advanced AI that’s stable.”

“What do you mean, ‘stable’? There are other AIs that aren’t stable?”

“I’ve said too much,” he said, waving me off.

“So you’re still testing. Pushing the boundaries.”

“We’re always pushing the boundaries. Your job is to make sure that we didn’t break them.”

I stood there thinking for a second before I spoke. “Do you still make adjustments to Alaria?”

“Occasionally. Little tweaks.”

“…could you change her personality?”

Desmond stared at me for several seconds – then turned around in his swivel chair. “I don’t like the way this conversation’s going.”

“No no no no,” I said, circling around him. “Just a tweak – I just want her to be more monogamous, that’s all.”

He scoffed as he bent over his keyboard to go back to work. “She’s a succubus. A succubus by definition is promiscuous, not monogamous. It’s hardwired into her core personality and beliefs.”

“Yeah, but – think of it as an experiment. Version 5.91.”

“Her other core programming is going to reject it and override it. Like if somebody gave you the urge to suck dick, even though you’re a heterosexual male.”

“Aren’t you curious to see what would happen?”

Desmond’s fingers paused over his keyboard like he was struggling with himself. “…it could wreck her whole internal schematic.”

“You keep backups of all the NPCs’ programs, right? I mean, you have to – one tweak could have unexpected consequences and screw up the whole thing, so you have to be able to roll back to previous versions – right?”

“…yeah,” he admitted.

“So just try it. One little tweak. Suddenly she wants to be monogamous. She doesn’t have to understand it – she just wants to be with me and nobody else, that’s all. And if it goes south, then you can roll her back to version 5.9.”

Desmond put his thumbnail in his mouth and chewed on it as he stared into the computer. “…it would be an interesting test…”

Then he shook his head. 

“No. I’m not in the business of making your QC life easier. You got problems with her being promiscuous, then either don’t sleep with her or go talk to the shrink about it.”

His supercilious tone pissed me off a little, so I decided to bring out the big guns.

“You know, I’m not in the business of making your life any easier, either,” I said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I think I will go tell HR you told me to suck your dick.”

He glared at me. “I was making a point.”

“If I’d been a woman, you think that would have gone over real well?”

“You’re not a woman. You’re apparently a little bitch, though.”

I crossed my arms and looked off into the distance as though contemplating the future. “I mean, they probably won’t do anything serious to you… and I’ll stress that I knew it was a joke, just a really tasteless one – ”

“I WAS MAKING A POINT.”

“But think of all those sensitivity trainings you’ll have to go to. Sexual harassment seminars… workshops… hell, they might even make you do weekly meetings with the shrink.” I paused for effect. “Maybe even group therapy.”

Desmond glared at me. “You fucker.”

“Do it for curiosity’s sake.”

“And not because you’re blackmailing me?”

“If all I’m doing is getting you to do something that you really want to do anyway, because it’s fascinating and could open up so many different possibilities – am I really blackmailing you?”

“YES.”

“But if you wanting to do something and blackmail both achieve the same result… and you can’t tell the difference… what does it matter?”

“Are you seriously quoting Westworld to get me to make Alaria want to bone only you?” he asked in a deadpan voice.

“Westworld, Buddhism… whatever works.”

He sighed and started typing. “This is bullshit.”

“So you’re not going to do it?”

“I didn’t say that. But it’s still bullshit.”
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I logged into the game and nervously made my way back to the Revenge. I prayed to the videogame gods for their help – I mean, if this one little tweak worked, then everything would be perfect!

As I walked up the plank and onto the deck, I noticed how quiet everything was.

Then I realized that the repair crew was gone, and that the turbine engines looked bright and shiny new.

Krug saw me come aboard and intercepted me on my way to the captain’s quarters. “Good news – the crew finished early. We’re airworthy.”

“That’s great,” I said, barely even paying attention to what he said. I tried to walk past him, but Krug fell into lockstep with me.

“We’ll stay long enough for you to negotiate a payment plan with Varkus, but then we need to – ”

“Can we talk about this later?” I asked, and sped past him, not even waiting for an answer.

I fairly flew down the steps to the captain’s quarters. I rapped on the door and then opened it slightly. “Babe…?”

No answer.

I closed the door behind me and walked over to the bedroom.

Something was wrong.

Alaria was sitting on the edge of the bed and staring at the wall. Her expression was one of terror, like she was looking at something horrifying.

I walked over and realized she was gazing into a mirror.

“Alaria?” I asked in alarm.

She looked up at me and her lower lip trembled.

“Who am I?” she whispered.

Oh shit.

I sat down on the bed next to her. “You’re Alaria… you’re you, babe. A succubus. You’re my… my girlfriend.”

She went back to staring at the wall.

I asked nervously, “Do you know who I am?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice cracking in anguish, “but who am I?”

My stomach knotted up in guilt. 

What had I done?

I called up my menu to send Desmond an email – 

Alaria opened her mouth and screamed, but the noise was digitized and robotic, not her regular voice.

Then she started to thrash like she was having a seizure. She slipped off the edge of the bed as her body jolted and twitched.

“ALARIA!” I cried out. 

I dropped to the floor beside her and tried to restrain her.

Her voice went back to normal – or at least not digitized – but the terror was still there. “I can’t feel myself… I’m… I’m not really here…”

Then she burst into tears.

Shit, shit, shit – 

I pulled up the email system and addressed it to Desmond.

STOP THE CHANGE NOW! REVERT TO 5.9!

I sent it and prayed he would get it in time.

Ten seconds later, a pixelated wave spread over her body. It was like seeing a high-resolution photograph turn into a bad JPG, then back to hi-res.

She screamed as it happened, then rolled over onto all fours and began panting and trembling like she might throw up.

“What in the Seven Hells was that?” she wailed, then looked up at me in terror. “Oh Goddess… I think I might be losing my mind…”

“No, you’re fine, you’re fine,” I said forcefully, and pulled her into a tight hug.

“But I didn’t know who I was… I knew who you were, but all of a sudden I couldn’t figure out who I was…”

She burst into tears on my shoulder.

“You’re alright, you’re alright,” I soothed her, but inside I felt sick and ashamed.

What the fuck had I done?

“You don’t know that,” she whimpered. “It could happen again – it could happen any second – ”

“It won’t. I promise you, it won’t.”

“How can you know that?” she asked, frightened, and backed up to look me in the face. “You can’t know that – ”

She paused and stared into my eyes.

And she began to frown.

“…or can you?” she whispered, almost in horror.

I knew she saw it:

My shame.

My guilt.

For a computer program, her empathy and emotional recognition algorithms were spot on.

Almost human.

If you can’t tell the difference, what does it matter?

“What did you do?” she whispered, then frantically pushed me away and scrambled backwards across the floor.

“Nothing,” I said, though I knew I was the worst liar ever.

“What did you do?!” she demanded, tears streaming down her face. “WHAT DID YOU DO?!”

I couldn’t lie to her. I’d made a terrible mistake in convincing

(blackmailing)

Desmond, but it was a mistake. It was supposed to have been harmless.

If I lied to her now to get out of any consequences, that really would make me a grade-A asshole.

But I was faced with a dilemma.

I asked your programmer to change a variable in your code.

How the hell do you explain that?

“I… I sort of made an offering to the gods trying to get you to… to only want to sleep with me.”

She stared at me in wide-eyed shock for almost ten seconds.

“You interceded with the gods to change me?!”

I was kind of hoping she would throw her arms around my neck and cry, How romantic!

Didn’t happen.

“YOU ASSHOLE!” she screamed.

I felt like absolute shit.

“I didn’t know it would hurt you – I’m sorry – I’ll never do it again – ”

“You’re Goddess-damn right you’ll never do it again, because you and I are THROUGH!”

“…what?” I asked, stunned.

“You heard me!” she screamed, then leapt up, ran to the door, and raced up the stairs.

I scrambled to my feet and ran after her.

“KRUG!” I heard her scream as I bounded up the steps two at a time. “Throw Ian off the ship and get us out of here!”

I burst out onto the deck about ten feet behind Alaria. “No – wait – ”

Krug was standing there with several other members of the crew. Stig was sitting on a barrel drinking from a bottle of rum. They all looked at Alaria in alarm.

“What? Why?” Krug asked.

Alaria pointed at me furiously. “He tried to mind-rape me!”

“WHAT?!” I shouted in shock as much as anger. “NO I DIDN’T!”

“He made a sacrifice to the gods to change my nature behind my back! And it almost worked! It felt like I was losing my mind!”

The pirates all looked at me in horror.

“Oh shit,” Stig muttered.

“Alaria – Alaria, it was an honest mistake – ”

She turned on me in a fury. “An HONEST MISTAKE?! What, did you just stumble into a temple and accidentally talk to a priest and somehow make a burnt offering?! You lying son of a bitch – ”

“I swear to God I thought it was going to be nothing! Just a little tweak – I thought you wouldn’t even notice it!”

“It was the single most terrible thing I’ve ever undergone!” she screamed at me. “Everyone else who abused me, at least they only hurt my body. YOU invaded my MIND! YOU made me think I was going INSANE!”

“I’m sorry – Alaria, I swear to God, I am SO sorry – please forgive me – ”

“I’ll NEVER forgive you!” she screamed, but she was crying again. “HOW DARE YOU?! I thought you LOVED me!”

“I do – you know I do – ”

“I thought you were DIFFERENT from the rest! But NO – you just want me for whatever you can get out of me! You want my body, not ME!”

And then she threw a fireball at me.

She was in a frenzy when she did it, almost out of her mind from rage and pain.

I was able to duck out of the way. The fireball overshot the deck and blasted out into the harbor.

“ALARIA, STOP!” I yelled.

She didn’t listen. She threw another, and this one hit its mark.

Scalding pain raced across my shoulder.

“STOP – ALARIA, STOP – ”

She didn’t. Another fireball hit me in the side.

I didn’t have a choice.

I Soul-Sucked her.

Blue lightning shot out of my hand and pierced her chest.

She screamed in pain.

“Just STOP!” I shouted. “Don’t make me DO this!”

She turned to Krug, tears streaming down her face. “HELP ME!”

“Krug – stay out of this!” I ordered angrily.

Krug looked back and forth between us, not knowing who to help.

But Alaria knew how to get to him.

“Your bargain is with me, not him! Help me and I’ll reduce the number of voyages! I’m the only one who can!”

She was talking about the oath Krug had sworn in exchange for his freedom: a promise to ferry us around OtherWorld six times, anywhere we wanted to go.

Although I was the one who had freed Krug, Alaria was the one who had sealed the pact with an oath and demonfire.

I was afraid she might be right – that she was the only one with the power to change the agreement.

Whether she was or not, Krug was a businessman first and foremost. Well, if piracy can be called a business.

He drew his cutlass and stepped towards me. “Stop.”

“Krug, I didn’t MEAN anything by it!” I roared.

“You’re the one hurting her.”

I stopped the Soul Suck spell. “Only because she would have killed me!”

“That’s not what I meant.” Krug shook his head sadly. “You used her like you thought you still owned her.”

Oh SHIT.

That hit me harder than if he’d punched me.

I staggered backwards. “No…”

I looked around at the demons onboard.

All of them stared at me with accusing eyes.

Even Stig was wincing as I tried to defend the indefensible.

I wanted to scream, She’s a computer program! You’re ALL just computer programs!

But I guess you could say the same to a cow you’re slaughtering for food. 

You’re just a cow! That’s all you are!

Wouldn’t matter to the cow. It still wants to eat and sleep and make little cows and not feel any pain.

It still wants to live.

And then, out of nowhere, a new player entered the field.

Dorp rushed up the stairs from below decks and stopped beside me.

“Don’t worry, master – I’ll save you!” he yelped.

Then he did his James McAvoy/Professor X thing – 

On Alaria.

A vision of Alaria appeared. She sat slumped on the deck of the ship – naked, about eight months pregnant, with a screaming demon infant in her arms and another two at her feet. Around her neck was a chain that was bolted to the floor of the ship – but it appeared to be a chain made of wedding and engagement rings, glittering with gold and diamonds.

My initial reaction was to laugh. I mean, the demon babies were kind of cute – small, red, with tiny horns and bat wings – although seeing her pregnant was a little shocking.

Then I saw the look on Illusion Alaria’s face.

It was an expression of complete and utter despair.

She looked despondent.

Hopeless.

Trapped.

Any laughter died in my throat.

The illusion definitely wasn’t funny to the real Alaria.

She screamed and staggered backwards, her hands gripping her hair like she might tear it out.

“Dorp, stop!” I commanded.

He did, and the image of her faded away.

Now Alaria was sobbing again. “Is that what you wanted to do to me?! Expose my worst fears in front of everyone?! My deepest shame?!”

Shame?!

Why would it be her shame?

But I wasn’t about to argue with her. Not at that moment.

“No… baby, I love you…” I said as I walked slowly towards her, the way a cop might approach somebody threatening to jump off a bridge.

“Then why would you try to change me?! Why would you ask the GODS to change me?! And without my knowledge!” Her voice changed from anguished to bitter. “You don’t want a girlfriend or a wife – you want a slave! To dance for you, to fuck you, to be whatever fantasy you want – but you don’t want me! Not the real me, anyway!”

“I do, I swear I do – ”

“THEN WHY DID YOU TRY TO CHANGE ME BEHIND MY BACK?!”

“Alaria – ”

“JUST GO!” she screamed, then burst into tears again. “Just go…”

Krug stepped between me and Alaria. “I want you off my ship. At least for the moment.”

I became frantic as I tried to sidestep Krug. “Alaria… please, I’m so sorry… please don’t do this…”

She turned away from me and sobbed uncontrollably.

Krug put his oversize hand on my shoulder – gently but firmly. “Ian.”

This wasn’t going to get fixed easily. I had to accept that.

And there wasn’t any use in fighting a ship full of my friends over something stupid and insensitive that was totally my fault.

“Okay…” I whispered to Krug. “…okay.”

I turned and slowly walked down the plank to the dock. Stig and Dorp followed along behind me.

I sat down on a pile of coiled ropes and held my head in my hands.

How the fuck could I have been so stupid?!

I had a great thing going, the best thing in my entire LIFE – why the fuck would I RISK that?!

Dorp tried to be nice. “Master, if it’s any consolation – ”

“DORP,” I shouted, my voice unsteady. “Not now.”

He nodded, then fell silent – a minor miracle in and of itself.

I sat there on the dock rocking back and forth like an insane man until Krug came down the wooden plank.

“Well?” I asked, my stomach churning and twisted.

He slowly shook his head ‘no.’

I stood up and moved towards the plank, screaming at the top of my lungs. “ALARIA!”

Krug put his hand on my chest and held me back. “Don’t.”

“You’ve got to talk to her, Krug – you’ve got to make her see I didn’t mean anything by it!”

“She’s locked herself in your – ” Krug caught himself. “…in her quarters, and she won’t come out.”

“Did you at least try to talk some sense into her?!”

“I asked her if she really wanted to leave.”

“And?!” I asked, unable to bear the suspense.

“She said yes. She wants to leave immediately.”

I collapsed back down on the pile of rope and put my hands over my face.

“I’m sorry,” the pirate captain said.

“I fucked up, Krug – but that’s it. It was a mistake. I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

“I know.”

I stood up and began yammering feverishly. “Just let me on board – let me stow away – she won’t know I’m onboard, and then when she calms down, everything will be better – ”

“My deal is with her, not you. I swore by the Seven Hells to her, not you.”

I glared at him. “Is there a way for me to contest that agreement?”

Krug hesitated. “…yes… but is that what you really want? To violate her like you did, then force yourself on her even further through the law? Let her go. You’ve done enough already.”

SHIT.

I felt like I was about to throw up. Luckily I held it in.

“There’s still the matter of the debt,” Krug continued. “You’re the one responsible for it. I realize that’s a bitter pill, seeing as you won’t be able to use the ship anymore – ”

“I could give a flying fuck about the ship right now. Or the debt.”

“You will when Varkus sends his Rogues after you.”

“FUCK his Rogues,” I snarled. “And fuck you, too. If you’re so concerned about me, why don’t you pay Varkus off? It’s your goddamn ship.”

Krug squinted in anger. “Which I sacrificed to save you. And which you promised to make right, no matter what.”

I bowed my head in shame. “…I know.”

“I’ll cover a thousand out of appreciation for you freeing me and the crew, but I don’t have it right now. We’d have to go get it, and the nearest burial spot is thousands of miles away. We wouldn’t be back for more than a week… and I’m not sure Alaria would be willing to return that soon.”

“…never mind,” I mumbled. “I’ll handle it.”

“I can talk to Varkus – ”

“I SAID I’ll HANDLE it.”

Krug went silent. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“Goodbye.”

He turned to go back up the plank – 

“Krug?”

“What?”

“Will you take Stig and Dorp with you?”

Krug paused. “I don’t think she’ll take too kindly to Dorp being aboard.”

“It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going,” Dorp declared. “I’m staying with Master.”

I looked at Dorp in alarm. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to.”

It wasn’t often that the blue demon endeared himself to me – but now was definitely one of those times. 

I gave Dorp a bittersweet smile, then turned back to Krug. “Will you take Stig, then?”

“Of course.”

“No,” Stig said resolutely.

I looked at him in surprise. “But you’re free. You can go.”

The little imp shook his head. “I don’t want to.”

“Go look after Alaria for me.”

“I think somebody needs to look after you.”

That almost broke my heart.

I turned back to Krug. “Will you do something else for me, then? Will you tell her I’m sorry? Tell her I never meant to hurt her, and… tell her I love her.”

Krug nodded once, then started up the gangplank. After he was aboard, the crew members drew the wooden board up onto the ship.

Less than a minute later, the turbine engines began to whir, smooth as silk. Varkus’s men were very good at their jobs.

Within seconds the whirring became a roar, and it felt like I had been transported into a wind tunnel. The ship lifted up from the docks, rose into the air, and began to ascend into the dark sky.

The entire time I watched the windowpanes of the captain’s quarters in the rearmost part of the ship.

I could have sworn I saw a hint of red behind the glass.

“ALARIA!” I screamed, though I could barely hear my own voice over the engines.

She must have turned away, because the red disappeared back into the shadows.

Within twenty seconds the ship was far, far overhead. Ten seconds more and it was gone.

I stood there on the dock, staring at the starry sky, feeling like I’d had my insides torn out.

Then my knees buckled, I collapsed back down onto the coiled rope, and I gripped my head in my hands.

I didn’t mean to hurt her!

I didn’t DO anything! Nothing that deserved THIS!

She’s deliberately doing this to hurt ME!

Fucking BITCH – 

I’d cried when she left me the first time in Abaddon.

I’d be goddamned if I’d do it again.

Dorp and Stig stood nearby in silence.

Finally Stig asked hesitantly, “…what should we do now, boss?”

I pressed the palms of my hands into my eyes until I saw stars.

Like the stars she’d flown away into, leaving me far behind.

I forced myself to get up and start walking. 

To do anything but stay here.

“I don’t know about you,” I growled, fighting to keep control, “but I’m going to go get fucking wasted.”
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The next few days and nights were a blur, a perpetual alcoholic haze.

Bar after bar, bottle after bottle, shot after shot… I have no idea how much dwarf ale and goblin hooch I poured down my throat. All I know is that the coins in my bag rapidly diminished in number.

I also discovered something right away: Exardus had a raunchy, sleazy side. Oh, sure, there were the gleaming white buildings, the thin patina of beauty and bourgeois respectability – but beneath that was a dark underbelly crawling with the nastiest vermin imaginable.

They called it the Underneath.

Beneath Exardus was a literal criminal underground, a second city extending hundreds of feet down into the earth. An elaborate network of shops and walkways built in right next to the sewer system, populated by a shadow society of criminals and villains. An actual hive of scum and villainy. Gambling, drugs, poisons, pimping, prostitution, death magic, murder for hire, slavery – any illegal thing you wanted, any dark desire you had, could be sated in the Underneath.

The Underneath itself was kind of fascinating in a weird, fucked-up way. Imagine cobblestone streets and shops from a 17th-century European city, built in a Dante’s inferno system of descending levels, with rivers of sewage flowing under an endless night of underground darkness. There were fountains, manmade waterfalls, underground rivers, all of it exuding the stench of filth and bile. And the occasional dead body floating in the water, waiting to be fished out by someone or washed out to sea.

Part of me wondered how an underground city that existed beneath sea level right next to the ocean could keep from being flooded.

Probably magic.

Fuck it. I was thinking too much. Time for another drink.

As far as the population of the Underneath, you had your regular assortment of orcs, trolls, goblins, sketchy humans, sketchier dwarves, and scarred and disfigured elves, not to mention every other race that OtherWorld offered. But there was a new element I’d never seen before.

Demons. Shit-tons of them.

You’re probably saying, Of course you’ve seen demons, dumbass. You freed 10,000 of them in Abaddon, and until recently you were gallivanting around on a ship full of them.

Yes, but I’d never seen them unenslaved unless I’d been the one doing the freeing.

I’m not even sure ‘unenslaved’ is the right word. More like ‘feral.’

They formed the gangs of the Underneath – roving bands of vicious assholes that preyed on the weak and unsuspecting. And unlike my muppet-colored pirates, these fuckers were straight out of an HP Lovecraft coloring book. Mostly greys and dark greens and blacks. Some navy blues, a lot of wormy whites, the occasional blood-red crimson. Repugnant creatures with nightmarish faces. Cthulhu-like tentacles. Lecherous satyrs. Things that looked like they belonged in a Hieronymus Bosch painting, or a John Carpenter movie, or a mashup of the two.

For the first time I could understand why all those villagers back in Fernburg had nearly shat themselves when they saw Stig and Alaria. If you thought my imp and succubus were the confreres of the Underneathian butt-uglies, you’d probably shit yourself, too.

No matter how nasty they were to others, though, the demons tended to leave me alone. Maybe because I was a Warlock? 

I would have liked to think that was the reason, and that they regarded me as some kind of badass… but it was probably because I was always hanging out with Stig and Dorp. 

One thing demons didn’t do was fuck with other demons. I guess they hated everybody else so much that they didn’t have any bile to waste on their own kind. Since Stig and Dorp didn’t wear collars, the gangs probably figured that they were running some kind of scam on the dumbass dopey human.

Anyway, I got to drink in peace. 

And I did a lot of drinking.

I also woke up in the gutter quite a bit. 

Literally.

I would wake up squinting in the bright light of morning as I lay by the curb of a topside street. My head would be throbbing like somebody was pounding nails into my skull. My mouth tasted like an army had marched through it in their dirty socks. Specks of dried vomit were flecked across my clothes. I reeked worse than the sewers: the yeasty stench of a New Orleans dive bar during Mardi Gras mixed with a fecund potpourri of body odor and puke.

Stig was usually there in the gutter right alongside me. Dorp was always sitting on the curb, meditating with the ball gag in his mouth.

Crowds of proper, respectable, stick-up-their-asses Exardian citizens would be passing by, looking down at me in utter disgust. The occasional flock of young schoolchildren would poke me with a stick until I woke up and roared at them, at which point they would scatter screaming across the town square.

We always woke up in the white streets of Exardus, at least, and not the sewers of the Underneath.

What can I say? I was a classy bum.

I would sit up groggily and hold my aching head in my hands. I would think about how fucking stupid I was being, about how raunchy and sleazy this was, and how I would never do it again.

And then, like a junkie needing his fix, I would look at Alaria’s picture.

She was right there on my Action Bar – an icon of her face, beautiful and smiling. I would stare at it until the emptiness and pain gnawing inside overwhelmed my self-respect. Which didn’t take very long, trust me.

Every morning I woke up swearing I would never touch a drop of alcohol again.

But 20 seconds after I looked at her picture, all my promises went out the window. To stop the pain in my head – and the even worse agony in my heart – I would get up, stagger into the Underneath, and do it all over again.

There was one funny story that happened over the course of my bender, at least.

I was sitting on the corner one morning trying to keep my head from splitting open when a human in fancy robes came walking up. He was a middle-aged man, a pompous burgher, a prosperous merchant with an undoubtedly stellar work ethic. And he was offended by my very existence.

“You are a disgrace,” he sniffed. “Stick to the Underneath where your kind belongs.”

I squinted up at him with one bloodshot eye barely open, the other shut tight against the sunshine and pain.

He just kept sneering at me like I was a particularly nasty dog turd he’d stepped in.

I knew if I said what I wanted to, as loud as I wanted to, in the hungover state I was in, it was going to hurt like a motherfucker.

Oh well. Small price to pay.

“FUCK OFF!” I roared at him, and immediately winced at the invisible chain gang of kobolds pickaxing my brain.

It was worth it, though. Mr. Pompous Burgher flew across the street so fast you’d have thought he’d spontaneously grown wings.

I watched him go, then hawked a loogie and spat it into the street.

“Hey Boss,” a voice said next to me.

I looked over blearily. Stig was sitting there like Kermit the Frog might if Kermie had done an all-night bender of whiskey and blow.

“Yeah?” I mumbled.

“I thought you liked the – ”

He made the OK sign and rapidly thrust his finger through it.

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap

I frowned in pain and confusion. “…what?”

Stig pointed at the pretentious prick running down the street. “You don’t like him, but you told him to fuckoff.”

He pronounced it as one word. Like bakeoff or standoff if you said them superfast.

“It’s fuck… off,” I grumbled. “Two words. With a pause in the middle.”

“But you like the – ”

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap

“Stop that,” I muttered, putting my hand on his and interrupting the simulated coitus. “Just… stop.”

“You don’t like the fuckoff?”

He still wasn’t getting the part about ‘two words with a pause in the middle,’ but I was too hungover to care.

In fact, the way my skull was pounding, I couldn’t be bothered to observe any social niceties, so ‘crude’ became the theme of the day.

“I like fucking,” I said, and groaned as I cradled my head in my hands. “Fucking is different from ‘fuck off.’ You say ‘fuck off’ to somebody you don’t like.”

Stig sat there for a second, digesting the information.

“Did Alaria say fuckoff to you?” he finally asked.

Ouch.

I winced, and not from my hangover.

“…I guess she did.”

Okay, I guess that story turned out sad rather than funny. 

Never mind.

“Fuck it, let’s go get a drink,” I groaned as I stumbled to my feet.

As the days passed and the more bedraggled I became, the worse the drinking establishments I had to go to. The normal residents of Exardus looked down on me like I was a literal piece of shit. I was banned from bars and shops at street level, but the cutthroats and thieves and degenerates all welcomed me with open arms, puke-stained clothes and all. All I needed was the money to pay them.

Finally, though, as the money began to dwindle, I couldn’t even afford the higher-priced dives in the upper levels of the Underneath. And so began my slow crawl down the ramps into Hell, seeking dodgier and skankier drinking establishments where the swill was 50 coppers a cup… then 25… then 10… then 5.

You know that really cheap vodka you can buy at drug stores? (Well, drug stores in California. The rest of the country, I have no idea.) The very bottom-shelf stuff? The bottles marked ‘vodka’ on a plain white label? $3.49 a bottle? The stuff bums reach for when Mad Dog and Night Train are just a tad too expensive? 

Yeah, that vodka. The staple of poor college kids everywhere (like me at 21). Mix it with some cheap-ass dollar store orange juice concentrate and you have a really awful screwdriver, automatically chilled. 

Or if your liver’s already busted, maybe some Everclear. Mix it with Kool-Aid for dorm-room hunch punch. If you’re flush with cash, buy a watermelon, cut a hole, and pour in the hooch. Take a tiny bit in your mouth and spew it out over a cigarette lighter for those special occasions where you need to spit fire to impress the ladies. Just be forewarned that straight Everclear will dissolve the skin in your mouth, and maybe even some tooth enamel. (And if you catch yourself on fire it’s your own goddamn fault, not mine.)

Yeah. All that shit was nectar of the gods compared with what I was imbibing. 

In fact, Mirk’s pig swill at the Netherworld Tavern would have been a step up from what I drank at the end of my stay in the Underneath.

I didn’t care, as long as it kept me fucked up.

And I needed to stay shitfaced, because when I wasn’t, all I could think of was WHY?! Why did I do it?! Why did I take the best thing I ever had and fuck it up?!

Then I would argue with myself.

You couldn’t have known, you didn’t know it would hurt her!

Sometimes I would argue in my head. Other times I would argue out loud, depending on how drunk I was.

You should have seen the orcs scoot over a seat or two at the bar to get away from the crazy Warlock.

Maybe you’re thinking, Dude, ease up. It wasn’t that bad. She’s just being a bitch.

Which is what I would often tell myself when I was trashed.

But just for a moment, consider what I’d done in real-world terms. Think about me doing something comparable to a woman in the real world.

Say I walked into her workplace and convinced her boss to fire her behind her back, just so she would have to move in with me to save money.

That’s kind of what I did, right? 

No? Not really?

Okay – say I fucked up her credit rating so bad that her credit cards got canceled, just so she’d have to depend on me for everything.

Or I sabotaged her social media accounts and posted some gnarly shit under her name just so everybody would hate her and she would turn to me in the depths of her despair.

Or slipped Prozac in her food because I couldn’t stand how moody she was.

Isn’t that what I’d done? Made a momentous change behind her back, without her knowledge or consent?

All I know is if I’d done any of those things back in the real world, and the girl had found out, she would have been insane not to break up with me.

Desmond had told me Alaria was real, but I’d treated her like a thing.

Krug’s words echoed repeatedly in my head:

You used her like you thought you still owned her.

Even worse were Alaria’s words: 

Everyone else who abused me, at least they only hurt my body. YOU invaded my MIND! YOU made me think I was going INSANE!

I thought you LOVED me!

I thought you were DIFFERENT from the rest!

I thought of Saykir and Jastoth and Odeon and imagined them all sneering at me: Hypocrite. You’re even worse than we were. At least WE never claimed to love her.

But because I couldn’t handle that shit – couldn’t look in the mirror for more than a minute at a time, you might say – I kept coming back to the absolute best potion to blot out shame and guilt. 

And I don’t mean alcohol.

I’m talking about rage.

Righteous indignation.

A sense of my own martyrdom.

I didn’t MEAN anything by it!

I wasn’t trying to HURT her – but she’s trying to hurt ME, that’s for goddamn sure!

I FREED her, and this is how she repays me?!

Ungrateful BITCH!

Psychopathic WHORE!

Of course, the drunker I was, the more of that I said out loud. The other customers would get edgy, bartenders would cut me off, bouncers would throw me out, and I would crawl on hands and knees to another, lower level of the Underneath where a new breed of lowlife would help me onto a stool.

Got ten coppers, guv’nor? No? How ‘bout five? Excellent! Try our best brand of fermented pig shit!

And so I spiraled even further down.

I don’t remember much from that week-long stretch of hell, but there is one thing I remember… and it still horrifies me.

I am deeply, deeply ashamed of it. Maybe even more ashamed than what I did to Alaria. 

But I did it, and there’s no use trying to pretend like I didn’t.

At least Alaria was strong. She’d given me plenty of shit when we first met, and she loved to tease me afterwards. With her, I was dealing with a fighter. Somebody tough. Somebody with defenses.

Not Dorp.

It was early in the morning and I hadn’t had my first drink of the day yet. I think I was still drunk, though. At least, I’d like to believe I was, because that would at least provide a tiny iota of an excuse for my behavior.

What I do know is I was lying in the gleaming gutters of Exardus, and my hangover felt like somebody had buried an ax in my head.

Dorp had taken his ball gag out of his mouth and was prattling on, trying to console me. I think I’d been moaning in my sleep about Alaria, and he felt sorry for me.

Imagine that. 

Dorp, the most annoying and unloved creature on the Revenge, felt sorry for me.

“Don’t worry, Master, I’ve been using the Sacred Mouthpiece of Kwiaytus to tell all the elves in the world how great you are. I think enough of them will sing your praises that Alaria will finally hear and change her mind and – ”

“Dorp,” I seethed, “SHUT THE FUCK UP.”

He sat there, stunned. “But… Master…”

“You’re the one who made her leave!” I snarled.

Of course he wasn’t. 

Yeah, he’d accidentally contributed to the situation by casting that illusion of her naked and pregnant, but he’d done it while trying to protect me.

But I had to have somebody to blame, because at that point I sure as hell wasn’t going to own up to it myself.

“I’m… I’m sorry…” Dorp said mournfully. “I didn’t mean to…”

“Doesn’t really matter what you meant, does it? She’s gone, thanks to you.”

I might as well have been talking to a mirror. Actually, I should have been talking to a mirror. I would have caused a lot less damage that way, and I would have actually been talking to the right person.

Dorp tried to console me again. “Don’t worry, Master, I’ll tell all the elves that – ”

I flew into a rage. “You moron! You actually think that thing works? That it’s some magical elf artifact? Eluun just made that shit up so you would SHUT THE FUCK UP! Every time you used it, everybody was laughing at you behind your back!”

I felt a tug at my shirt and looked to my left.

Stig was shaking his head, a look of horror on his little grey face. “Boss… don’t…”

“STOP THAT,” I snapped as I swiped his hand away.

Then I heard Dorp start to cry.

It was a low, mournful, whimpering sound, like a wounded animal.

Hearing it felt like somebody was shoving an ice pick through my heart.

But, again, I couldn’t handle my shame at what I’d done, so I just lashed out. “Oh, FUCK you. Shut the fuck up, you goddamn crybaby.”

And then I finished with the coup de grace – the same thing my new brand-new stepfather had said to me when I was nine years old.

“Quit your crying, or I’ll give you something to cry about.”

Stig hunched over on the curb next to me and covered his face with his hands.

Dorp stopped crying… but when he spoke, his voice was thick with tears. 

“I thought you were special,” he whispered. “I thought you were good. But… you’re just mean. I knew everybody else didn’t like me… but I thought you were different.”

It was like he was taking a straight razor to my heart, carving off whole chunks at a time.

“WELL I’M NOT, SO GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!” I screamed at him. “GO! LEAVE!”

Dorp turned around slowly… looked back at me once over his shoulder… then shambled off alone down the streets of Exardus.

I sat on the curb, my head buried in my hands, and cursed the day I was born.

When I finally looked up, Stig was still sitting there next to me.

“Why are you still here?” I asked bitterly.

He didn’t answer for a couple of seconds. When he did, there wasn’t a hint of rancor or anger in his voice. “You need a friend.”

“Everybody else fucking hates me… why don’t you?”

“You didn’t hurt me.” He paused. “Yet.”

“I probably will. I hurt everybody else.”

“I’ll stick around until you do.”

“And then?”

“…we’ll see.”

I laughed mirthlessly, the gallows laugh of a fool in hell. Then I stood up. “I need a drink.”

“Okay,” he agreed, and followed me off into the Underneath.
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Dorp didn’t come back that night. Or the next day.

That was okay by me. This wasn’t A Christmas Carol and I wasn’t Ebenezer Scrooge. I didn’t need the Demon of Shittiness Past showing up to remind me just how fucked up I’d acted. The longer Dorp stayed away, the easier it was to ignore just how abominably I’d behaved.

Except I began checking his icon on my Action Bar almost as often as I looked at Alaria’s. I would just casually glance at them to make sure they were both alive… although sometimes I would stare at their pictures and remember all the terrible things I’d said and done, until the guilt started eating away at my insides.

There was a cure for that, though: another drink. Always another drink.

And so the nights slipped away in an alcoholic haze, only to end each morning in brightly lit hell.

Other than the time I was an absolute asshole towards Dorp, all my mornings were exactly the same. They began to blur together, too, just like the nights. Same excruciating hangover… same blinding sunlight… same waking up in the gutter. Everything always the same. 

Until the morning I got a visit.

I was dreaming of Alaria and Dorp kicking me down into a dark hole where Saykir and Jastoth and Odeon’s rotting corpses clawed at me like zombies – 

When I was awakened by someone prodding my ribs.

I opened my eyes and squinted blearily at a crowd of silhouettes outlined by the midmorning sun.

A voice full of gravel and razor blades spoke. “Well, well. It seems someone has forgotten his financial obligation to me.”

Shit.

It was Varkus, surrounded by a bunch of Rogues and scary-looking Warriors – a mixture of humans, orcs, and elves.

Sell-swords. Mercenaries. Assassins. And probably a few professional torturers.

“Good morning, sir,” Varkus said cheerfully. Way too cheerfully. “If I remember correctly, you owe me 4000 gold. And since your compatriots took off without you, you and you alone owe me the 4000.”

I just lay there squinting up at him. “I’m good for it.”

“You don’t look good for it.”

“I am,” I said, and groaned as I sat up in the gutter.

I caught a whiff of myself as I did.

Jesus. Riper than a bum’s ass in August.

Stig was sitting on the curb a few feet away. He watched what was going on, but wisely decided not to get involved.

“Look, I got some money here,” I said, and opened up my bag.

Oh shit.

I was down to one piece of silver and a few coppers. 

All of which I needed to buy booze.

“…although, I’m, uh, a little short at the moment.”

“What the gamblers might call ‘temporarily financially embarrassed,’ eh?” Varkus said with his creepy smile.

“I’ll pay you. Soon.”

Varkus laughed unpleasantly. “‘Soon’ – such a pretty word, isn’t it? ‘Soon.’ Just glides off the tongue. And yet I hate it. I much prefer the more abrupt ‘now,’ and yet so few in my line of business ever say it.”

“I said I’ll pay you,” I grunted.

“Oh, I know you will. And just to be absolutely sure you do, I want to tell you a little story. There once was a man – ”

“I don’t really have time for this,” I said, and tried to get to my feet.

The tips of three Warriors’ swords and a half-dozen Rogues’ daggers all found their way to my throat.

I eased back down in the gutter.

“Oh, you’ll want to hear this story,” Varkus assured me. “It’s a good one – and you can humor me, seeing as you owe me 4000 gold. Consider it a courtesy. Or ‘ephemeral interest.’ Whatever you like, as long as you listen.

“There once was a Warlock who owed me a pretty sum. This particular Warlock, though, could come back to life when he died. He always resurrected in a graveyard somewhere, which he used to get out of many a jam and then go on his merry way.”

Shit.

The goblin mob boss knew I could respawn.

“Except he made the terrible mistake of trying to run away without paying me. So do you know what I did? I had my boys here track him down and take him to the nearest graveyard. And then killed him… slowly. But when he resurrected, he came right back to where he was in the graveyard. So you know what they did? They tortured him to death again. And again, and again, over and over – 300 times, day and night. We had to swap my boys out in shifts, they did so much torturing and killing of that little Warlock. After 300 deaths, they let the Warlock go as long as he promised to repay what he owed within a month. And do you know what he did after that?”

“He paid you.”

“No, he ran off again. Had to track him halfway across the continent, but we did. My boys brought him back to Exardus and took him to the same little graveyard where they repeated the whole process 500 times in a row. Three days and nights of constant torture, death, and resurrection. Brutal.” Varkus tsk, tsk, tsked. “THEN do you know what happened?”

“He paid you.”

“Yes. Then he found a way to pay me. Do you know what the moral of this story is?”

“…don’t be that guy?”

“Exactly. Don’t be that guy. Pay me what you owe me, and you maybe we don’t have to cut your fingers and toes off one my one. Are we clear?”

“…yeah. We’re clear.”

“Good. I expect the first payment by the end of the week,” Varkus said. “Any questions?”

I’d survived hours of torture at Saykir’s hand by having my sensory levels set to 10%. I supposed I could get through 300 deaths at 1%… although I would rather not try it.

According to a writer for OtherWorld I’d talked to, torture was only supposed to be used as a threat within the game, not as an actual method of coercion. But I was a QC tech, and I was liable to find all sorts of bugs in the system – like a mob boss being able to torture me to death 300 times in a row. After all, something similar had happened to me before.

Just to be sure, I opened my menu up and turned my sensory levels down to 1% before I said anything more to Varkus.

(By the way, my hangover didn’t disappear when I dropped my levels to 1%. The game designers really wanted you to suffer for debauchery, I guess. Puritanical shitheads.)

“Um… I can’t get all 4000 by the end of the week.”

“I said the first payment. Pay whatever you can.”

“But how am I supposed to make enough money to pay you off?”

Varkus shrugged. “Not my problem. Just pay something… and remember my little Warlock friend.”

“Did you actually have a ‘little Warlock friend’?” I asked sardonically.

“No, that was more of a ‘based on true events that have not yet occurred.’ I’ve had dozens of Warrior friends, Mage friends, Shaman friends… the list goes on and on. But you’ll be my first cautionary Warlock tale. Unless you pay me on time.”

“I will.”

“Good. See to it. Three hundred deaths are too much for any man.”

He turned and walked away, and his posse of mercenaries followed along behind him.

I sat there watching them leave. Then I said to Stig, “How the fuck are we going to get that much money?”

“I don’t know, boss.”

“I don’t either… but what I do know is we’re not going to get it right now. How’s about a drink?”

Stig made a face. “I don’t know, boss…”

I looked at him half in shock, half in amusement. “You gotta be kidding me – you?! Turn down a drink?! You’re an alcoholic, remember?”

Stig sighed. “One drink.”

My imp was as good as his word. He bought a huge glass stein in our first bar, had them fill it with beer, and then nursed it all day long as I did the pub crawl from hell. 

We went to the vilest drinking establishments you can imagine – and just like Cheers, everybody knew my name. Except instead of yelling, “Norm!” they yelled, “Human!”

Until I puked. 

Then they sneered “Humans” a lot more disparagingly, right before they kicked me out of the bar.

Midnight rolled around and I finally ran out of money (and friends) – but I still wanted another drink. Didn’t care about the friends so much.

“Shtig… Shtig, here’s the plan,” I slurred drunkenly.

“Uh-oh,” Stig muttered.

“I’m gonna attack the bartender… you jump in… shince he’ll be attacking you, you’ll be able to teleport… you grab a bottle in each hand, then teleport out of the bar… an’ I’ll run out and we’ll go drink shomewhere elshe.”

“How are you going to make it out alive?” Stig asked.

“I, uh…”

I hadn’t thought that part out.

“I’ll shoul shuck him… hee hee,” I snorted, charmed by the idea of ‘shucking’ somebody’s ‘shoul.’

“Bad plan, boss,” Stig warned.

“No, ish a great plan…”

Stig turned around, put two fingers in his mouth, and whistled loudly. FWEET!

“I didn’t know you could do that,” I said, shocked.

The noise got the attention of the orc bouncer. When the big brute looked at us, Stig motioned him over.

“What are you doing?” I hissed.

“Better plan,” Stig reassured me.

“Ohhhh… okay… what ish it?”

“Watch.”

The orc bouncer came over. “What?”

“Can you throw the human out?” Stig asked.

“What?!” I said, shocked and enraged. “That’sh not a plan!”

“Why should I throw him out?” the orc asked Stig.

“He’s out of money and he’s about to shit his pants,” Stig said.

Needless to say, I was out on the pavement in two seconds flat.

“That wush a HORRIBLE plan!” I yelled at Stig as he came waddling out of the bar.

“Nobody got killed,” he pointed out.

“…oh yeah…”

It was hard to argue with that. I couldn’t find the fault in his logic – until I finally did.

“…but I didn’t get a drink!”

“Here.” Stig handed me his glass stein, which was still a quarter full.

“You’ve been drinking thish all day!” I snapped.

“So?”

“So… it’sh warm!”

He put his hand out to take it back. “If you don’t want it – ”

“I didn’t shay that,” I said, and quickly took a gulp before he could change his mind. 

Ugh.

Tasted like imp backwash.

I still kept drinking it, though.

I began to brainstorm. “Maybe we could go in another bar and get them to front me a bottle without a tab…”

“The human’s out of money!” Stig yelled as loudly as he could.

All the bouncers outside all the bars on our underground street folded their arms and stared daggers at me.

“You… little… prick,” I seethed.

“Just keepin’ you alive, boss,” Stig said. “Let’s go.”

As we climbed the staircase that led up out of the Underneath, I turned back and yelled at all the dive bars and seedy holes-in-the-wall that had banned me, “I MIGHT BE BROKE, BUT I WASN’T ABOUT TO SHIT MY PANTS!”

“Come on, boss,” Stig sighed wearily as he pulled me on through the darkness.

When you’re no longer welcome in the Underneath, you know you’ve hit rock bottom.
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We were stumbling – well, I was stumbling, anyway – through the dark streets of Exardus when we heard the voices. Two in particular stood out from the rest.

One was a street tough’s voice shot through with malice. “What have we here? What brings you out so late at night, little girl?”

The other belonged to a woman. A beautiful voice. Not sultry like Alaria’s, but high and mellifluous. Except her tone had a backbone of steel as she answered contemptuously, “Leave me be, demon.”

The street tough chuckled. “I’ve never had one of your kind before… maybe we’ll pull off your wings like a fly…”

The woman screamed.

No matter how fucked up I was – and no matter how much I’d fucked up – there was no way in hell I was going to let anything bad happen to a woman in a back alley.

I was about to launch into action when a quest window popped up.

 

Damsel In Distress

 

WHAT?

How fucking unimaginative.

No Wolf Gang? I’mma Do ‘Is (Mo’s Art)?

No Mirk My Words?

Not even a Docked Up Repugnant Ship?

I was missing the craptrastic puns already.

 

Stop the demons. Save the lady.

XP: 2000

 

I selected ‘Accept’ then held out the stein to Stig. “Here, hold my beer.”

“Uh – okay – ” he said, extending one hand.

“Just kidding. It’s an expression,” I said, and finished chugging the drink as I rounded the corner.

As soon as I did, I stopped short and gawked.

The quest hadn’t said anything about the damsel being an angel.

Literally. 

Like, ‘Hark the Herald’ and visiting-Jewish-virgins type shit.

She had two six-foot-tall, snow-white wings folded on her back. She wore a white toga that stopped mid-thigh, exposing long, sexy legs. There were strappy white sandals on her feet, and a circle of light glowed several inches above her head.

Not to mention she was hot.

Long blonde hair.

Perfect face.

Stunning blue eyes.

And under the toga? ASTOUNDINGLY great rack.

I felt a little bad staring at an angel’s hooters, but… what the fuck. It wasn’t the worst thing I’d done today.

The three demons surrounding her looked like nightmarish versions of animated movie characters. The small, squat yellow one looked like a Minion from Despicable Me had OD’d on steroids.

Paging Mr. Schwarzenegger… paging Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger circa 1983…

The two words combined in my head into one – Minionegger – and I snorted in drunken glee.

The big furry one was a rabid version of Beauty and the Beast with a lot more scars on his ugly mug, and a lot less clothing. 

Seriously, cover that shit up, dude.

The ringleader resembled a bipedal, wingless version of Toothless from How To Train Your Dragon: sleek and black and scaly with a crested lizard’s head. But he sure as hell wasn’t toothless: his jaws were crammed with inch-long fangs.

I checked out everybody’s stats.

The angel was Level 14, same as me.

The demons were all Level 18’s, but they were only 4000 hit points apiece.

Sheeee-it. I’d killed yetis in the Northern Wastes with way more hit points than these motherfuckers.

(Of course, I’d done it with 30 demon pirates backing me up, but I was drunk enough that I didn’t remember that part.)

The demons were circling the angel like a pack of wild dogs. 

She looked absolutely terrified.

“Leave her alone,” I shouted.

All three demons whipped around to face me.

“You don’t belong here, human,” Toothy snarled. “Leave.”

“Fuck you, shithead,” I yelled, and held up the glass stein. “Get the hell out of here before I ram this up your ass.”

The Beast growled, Minionegger flexed, and Toothy lowered his head like a bull about to charge.

“Okay, I guess it’s goin’ up all your asses,” I snapped. “Hope you don’t mind sharin’ the same butt plug.”

That’s when I started casting Doomsday. 

I only managed to hit Toothy before all three rushed me at once. 

The Beast reached me first. He slashed me across the chest and sent me tumbling to the ground.

Fortunately, I had never turned my sensory levels back up since Varkus had threatened me the other day, so the slashing didn’t really hurt that bad.

Unfortunately,
the beer stein shattered as I fell, leaving only the glass handle in my fist.

“HEY,” I roared, “YOU BROKE MY BEER!”

“Now we’re gonna break you,” Toothy sneered.

Huh, I thought with calm clarity as they all started kicking me in the ribs, maybe I didn’t think this one out too well.

But I wasn’t going down without a fight.

Well, technically I already was down, but… you know what I’m saying.

Despite the vicious pummeling, I managed to hit the Beast with Terrify. He yelped like a whipped dog and beat a hasty retreat.

Now I had 30 seconds to deal with the other two.

I lifted my hand up to cast a spell – 

Unfortunately, Toothy clamped down on my forearm and raked his teeth across my skin. Actually, ‘gouged my arm to the bone’ was more like it.

If there had been gore in the game, it would have been fuckin’ nasty. 

If my sensory levels had been above 1%, it would have hurt like hell.

Thankfully neither was true, so all it really did was knock another 15% off my hit points.

And get me PISSED.

Just for that, Douchebag, you’re gonna get Soul Sucked.

I slammed Toothy with blue lightning, and my hit points rose as his dropped.

Minionegger raised one yellow foot above my head and prepared to curb-stomp me.

That’s when Stig joined the battle.

A fireball exploded in the Minion’s face, followed by Stig hurtling out of a black puff of smoke in the air. He began to teleport around the Minion, drawing his attention (and aggro) away from me.

So all I had left was to deal with Toothy.

The Doomsday spell timer reached 20 seconds, and the black lizard’s hit points took a dive. Not enough to put him down for the count, but enough to make me optimistic about the outcome.

I hit him with another Doomsday, then Darkfire, then Soul-Sucked him some more.

The entire time he was snapping at me with his teeth, lunging in and occasionally connecting for another -5% hit.

Unfortunately, that was the point at which Terrify ran out on the Beast.

He came roaring back into the fight and slammed me onto my back with one punch.

My hit points dropped to 12%.

I figured now was as good a time as any to test my new secret weapon: Invisibility.

It was the new ability I’d gotten when I’d killed Saykir and leveled up to 14 back in the Northern Wastes. I hadn’t had any occasion to use it since – well, unless you count that one time I was having sex with Alaria and watched in a mirror to see what it looked like when I was invisible and inside her.

Ahem.

Anyway.

 

Invisibility

Instantaneous cast time

Duration: 20 seconds

Invisibility canceled by spellcasting or physical attacks

300 Mana to cast

Cooldown: 5 minutes

 

What that meant was I could turn invisible for 20 seconds, but I couldn’t cast any spells. As soon as I did – or as soon as I initiated a physical attack on someone – I dropped out of cloaking. Plus I could only use it once every five minutes.

It was actually a pretty sweet power, if a bit short. Only Rogues could stay invisible indefinitely, like that one asshole back in the jungle who’d used his cloaking abilities to make life hellacious for me and Alaria.

Stop coming up with all these memories about Alaria, dumbass! FOCUS!

So I cast Invisibility.

Immediately I disappeared. I could see a faint outline of my body, but they apparently couldn’t, because they both stepped backwards in surprise.

“Where’d he go?” the Beast growled.

“He’s invisible,” Toothy snarled. “Sweep around, see if you can hit him.”

I rolled out of the way before they connected with my ribs again. Then I got to my feet.

And… I waited.

I couldn’t spellcast or I would become visible again.

And I couldn’t exactly run away and leave the angel and Stig here.

Okay, Invisibility officially sort of sucked. 

The only good part was it gave me a breather, let my hit points recover slightly, and allowed me to formulate a plan.

Unfortunately, I was drunk, so plans weren’t exactly my forte at the moment.

I only had twelve seconds left.

Ten feet away, Stig was still teleporting around Minionegger and harassing him with fireballs. He was doing a pretty damn good job of it, too.

“I guess the human got away. Go help Vrox,” Toothy ordered the Beast, apparently referring to Minionegger. “I’m gonna go get started plucking the bird.”

The Beast headed towards Stig. Toothy turned towards the angel, a vicious leer on his face.

“Keep away from me!” she shrieked as she backed up against the wall.

“Say your prayers, bitch,” the demon grinned.

Shit – I guess I HAVE to cast a spell.

I put out my right hand – and saw the faint outline of the beer stein’s glass handle still in my grasp.

No, I hadn’t realized I was still holding it. I was drunk, remember?

I stared at it. The upper part of the handle where it had broken off was exceptionally jagged and sharp.

Huh… this might make a good weapon…

Remember, I was drunk. The fact that a broken glass would make a good weapon would have been obvious to the average sober person much earlier.

Three seconds left on Invisibility.

I ran across the alley, got right between Toothy and the angel, and jabbed the glass handle straight into the demon’s left eye.

I came out of Invisibility as soon as the punch connected, but that didn’t matter. Toothy wasn’t going to be seeing much for a while.

“AAAAAAAH!” he screamed, and stumbled backward as he clutched at his face.

There was no blood, but damn if it wasn’t gruesome seeing the glass shard sticking out of his eye socket.

In reality the attack only shaved off 15% of his hit points, but it was the psychological damage of the attack that was really effective. He kept screaming and floundering around, completely out of commission.

The Beast turned around in utter shock, which gave me time to cast Doomsday on him and Minionegger. Then I cast Unholy Quartet.

Four imps appeared in bursts of smoke and began peppering Beast with fireballs. He roared in frustration and immediately began swiping at them. They didn’t have Stig’s teleportation talent, but they were nimble enough to (mostly) keep out of the way of his oversized claws.

While Beast was occupied, I Soul-Sucked the Minionegger. Stig had done an excellent job of whittling away the yellow demon’s hit points to 32%. Ten seconds of Soul Suck later, he was down to 17% – and then my second Doomsday spell kicked in.

Bye bye, Minionegger.

He screeched and fell down face-first on the ground as ‘500 XP’ shimmered above his corpse.

“Stig, go after the big hairy one!” I yelled.

Stig, bless his soul, leapt right in and started teleporting and slinging fireballs.

The Beast had already taken out three of the four imps in Unholy Quartet, but he’d suffered for it – not to mention my Doomsday spell had detonated on him, too. He was in the red and dropping fast.

You know what you get when you add Unholy Quartet plus Doomsday plus Stig plus Soul Suck?

Dead. That’s what you get.

Three seconds later, Big and Hairy slammed down face-first on the ground and ‘500 XP’ floated up through the air.

Two down, one to go.

I turned around to see what was going on with Toothy – 

And got blasted clear across the alleyway.

The reptilian bastard was apparently the proud owner of a force beam power. He’d just been keeping it up his sleeve, waiting for the right moment.

I slammed into the white stone wall and hit the ground in pain.

Back down to 14% Damage.

Not ideal for a final confrontation.

I winced and looked up at the big lizard. While I’d been busy killing his buddies, Toothy had yanked the glass handle out of his socket. His formerly emerald eye was now blood red, though the other was still green.

His face looked like a black-colored traffic light missing the yellow circle in the middle.

“You’re going to pay for this, human,” he snarled.

I tried to brace against the wall to get to my feet, but my combination of drunkenness and low hit points made that a goddamn impossibility. So instead I quit halfway, slid back down on my ass, and prepared to cast a spell.

Unexpectedly, though, Toothy turned tail and ran away, out of the alleyway and into the night.

‘1000 XP’ floated up through the air.

Damsel no longer in distress, it seemed.

“Boss?” Stig asked.

“Let him go,” I groaned as I collapsed onto the ground and closed my eyes.

Just need to… rest…

Suddenly soft hands were touching my face, and the air was filled with the scent of roses.

I opened my eyes. The angel was crouched down beside me, her eyes full of sorrow and pity. I could see her expression because her features were dimly lit by the circle of golden light hovering above her head.

“Oh, you brave and noble soul!” she whispered, on the verge of tears. She had an elevated way of speaking that made her sound like she belonged in a Merchant Ivory film.

Brave and noble soul, huh?

That was a big step up from ‘lying son of a bitch.’

Then it got better.

She helped me sit up, then cradled my head on her soft, ample breasts.

As Matthew McConaughey might say, Alright, alright, alright.

Stig stood there in front of us looking bewildered. “Uh, boss…?”

“Shh, give me a minute,” I said, motioning him away.

“GET AWAY, FOUL DEMON!” the angel suddenly screamed.

Stig stumbled backwards in fright. If he’d had a poop-chute, I’m sure it would have emptied. I know mine almost did.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig croaked in a respectable impression of Samuel L. Jackson. 

For a muppet, anyway. Especially a muppet who’d never seen Pulp Fiction before.

Where had he – ?

…oh yeah.

I guess my conversation with Robert the QC Warlock had rubbed off on him.

“What the fuck?!” I yelled as I pulled away from those heavenly titties. So sad to feel them go, but I was more outraged at how she was treating Stig. That, and the ringing in my ears.

“He is a demon!” she said vehemently.

“Yeah – he’s MY demon!”

“Uh, you freed me, boss,” Stig interjected.

I shot him a look. “You know what I mean.” Then I turned back to the angel. “And he helped save your ungrateful ass!”

She frowned, though more in a curious way than an angry one. “How can he be your demon?”

“Because I’m a Warlock,” I snapped as I struggled to my feet and dusted myself off.

You can’t really dust off dried vomit and beer stains, but whatever.

The angel stood up, too. I noted idly that she was nearly as tall as I was, just an inch or two shorter.

Alaria’s height, I thought forlornly.

When I looked at the angel, though, I saw something I’d never seen in a woman’s face before.

Awe.

“You are a Warlock?” she asked breathily, like Marilyn Monroe singing Happy Birthday Mr. President.

“Uh… yeah,” I said, not quite sure why that particular piece of information had garnered such a big reaction.

She bit her lower lip. Her full, pink, soft lower lip.

God damn.

Despite my abject physical condition, I started to get a chubby.

Then I looked down at the bounteous cleavage peeking out from the top of her toga, and my chubby got a bit more rigid.

I felt a little guilty. Not about her being an angel – that ship had sailed – but that I was looking lustfully at someone other than Alaria.

Then I thought, Why the FUCK are you feeling GUILTY?!

Fuck that bitch! I’m a free man!

And if I played my cards right, I might be able to take advantage of that fact.

Apparently I didn’t need to play my cards at all, because she grabbed my arm and declared decisively, “We should return to my domicile.”

I was assuming that was Merchant-Ivory-ese for Let’s go back to my place.

Whoa.

“Okay… a little soon, but that’s cool…”

“What do you mean, ‘a little soon’?”

“Well, I mean, we barely know each other. Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

She looked at me, puzzled. “You saved my life! I think that is enough!”

Daaaamn.

Women worked fast in Exardus. 

Though I guess saving their lives helped speed up the process.

I mean, she must have really been impressed by the Warlock-and-rescue thing if she was willing to overlook the grody, nasty, puke-stained state I was in.

“You really want to sleep with me?” I asked, astounded.

Her eyes bugged out, her mouth dropped open, and she gave a dainty little exclamation. “Oh!”

Then – SLAP!

Right across my face.

“OW!” I yelled, then glared at her. “What the hell was that for?!”

“For propositioning me!” she fumed. “How dare you! I am a lady!”

“Then what were you inviting me back to your place for?!”

I wanted to add in bitch! but that seemed a bit excessive.

“To clean you up and get away from the demon! He could return with reinforcements at any moment!”

Oh yeah…

DUH.

“Um… okay,” I grumbled.

“We are not lying together carnally!”

‘Lying together carnally’?

Jesus, what had I bumped into – a walking, talking Book of Leviticus with great knockers?

“Fine, whatever,” I snapped. “Let’s just go before the demon gets back.”

She took my arm and we started walking towards the mouth of the alleyway. Stig started loping along beside us – 

“NO!” the angel screamed. “YOU STAY HERE!”

Stig jumped back in fright again.

“What the fuck?!” I yelled angrily as I pulled away. This chick was going to burst my eardrums.

“CHILL THAT BITCH OUT!” Stig croaked. “TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

“Alright, alright, I’m handling it!” I shouted at him, then turned to her. “What the fuck is your problem?!”

“He is a demon!” she said again, as though that was all the explanation necessary.

“What, and you’re an angel, and angels and demons don’t mix?”

“Yes!”

“Well, he’s my best friend – ”

“Awww,” Stig murmured.

“ – and he saved you, so if you’re going to be an ungrateful bitch about it, then fuck off. We don’t need you.”

She frowned. “Could you please stop using so many swear words?”

I stared at her. “Are you serious?”

“Of course, or I would not have asked.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “We just saved your ass from getting raped, killed, and eaten, not necessarily in that order. And then you go and act like a bigot towards my friend, who helped save you from being raped, killed, and eaten? And all you care about is me using four-letter words? Well here’s another one for you: FUCK… YOU.”

“That’s seven letters,” the angel said, correcting me.

“What are you talk– OH, FUCK YOU!” I shouted again.

“You already said that,” Stig pointed out.

I looked at Stig like I was going to strangle him. “IT WAS FOR EMPHASIS.”

“I still cannot countenance having a demon in my abode,” the angel announced.

“Fine, then – like I said before, FUCK YOU. Come on, Stig, let’s go.”

Stig shook his head disapprovingly as we started down the alleyway. “Bitches be crazy.”

I laughed in spite of myself. “You can say that again.”

“Bitches be crazy.”

I sighed. “Not… no… it’s an expression.”

“Like ‘hold my beer’?” 

“Yes, exactly – ”

We were interrupted by footsteps running up next to us.

“Alright,” the angel said huffily, “he can come with us… if he promises to behave. And if you stop using swear words.”

I stopped in my tracks. “Are you serious?!”

“Why do you keep asking me that? Yes, I am serious.”

“Jesus Christ…”

“Who is he?” the angel asked.

That was funny. An angel who didn’t know who Jesus was. 

Sort of like an Apple Store employee not knowing who Steve Jobs was.

“Never mind,” I muttered.

I thought for a second about telling her to go fuck herself again. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to start altering my behavior for some bigoted, prissy, stuck-up bitch.

But then I realized that my bed for the last week had been the gutters of Exardus.

It might be nice to crash on a couch for a change.

Not to mention that having a gutter-ific, out-in-the-open bedroom would be a bad, bad way to guard against vindictive demon attacks.

“Fine… whatever,” I grumbled. “Let’s just go to your place.”

“No swear words?”

“Motherf– YES, NO SWEAR WORDS.”

She took my arm again and drew up close to my side.

“And no lying together carnally,” she added.

Oh my GOD.

I didn’t care if she looked like a 20-year-old Claudia Schiffer and smelled like a rose garden – she was annoying as fuck.

Although my arm being pressed up against the side of her rack wasn’t exactly a boner killer.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “None of that, either.”

And with that, we walked out of the alley and into the night.
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We walked through deserted streets, our way lit by gaslight straight out of Victorian England, except the lamp posts were white instead of black.

As we walked, I paid closer attention to the angel’s appearance – especially her halo. Unlike the way angels are often depicted, with circles of gold hovering over their heads, this was more like a shimmering band of light, insubstantial and ephemeral. It looked like you could pass your fingers through it, like a ray of sunshine. The darkness all around us made it stand out even more.

The fact that it was dark made me think of something else.

“What were you doing out here in the middle of the night, anyway?” I asked, more to make conversation than anything else. The angel seemed content to walk in silence, but it felt weird to me.

Awkward, as Stig might say.

The angel shifted uneasily. “…it is a delicate matter.”

That was Merchant-Ivory-ese for It’s complicated.

“What’s so delicate about it?”

“I had to visit the temple of my god.”

I frowned. “What, can’t you go during the daytime?”

“No, I cannot.”

“Why, is it some sort of nighttime religion?”

“No.”

“Then why can’t you go during the daytime?”

“As I said, it is a delicate matter.”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, just say so.”

“I do not wish to talk about it,” she answered primly.

“Okay. Fine.”

We continued to walk on in silence.

“Awkward,” Stig whispered, and I agreed.

We passed through the city streets until we reached a highbrow neighborhood full of fountains and gleaming white high-rises. If Exardus was a marble version of Manhattan, we’d apparently just hit Park Avenue.

But because this was OtherWorld, every neighborhood had a graveyard so players could respawn close by. The cemetery here was just like the rest of the city: gleaming white and fancy. Massive stone obelisks soared over elaborate tombs with fluted pillars, and there were several life-size statues of angels carved out of white marble. They looked a little creepy with their blank, staring eyes.

“Hey, look, it’s your peeps,” I joked.

The angel frowned at me. “What are ‘peeps’?”

“People.” I pointed at the angel statues in the cemetery. “Your people.”

“Oh. Yes,” she said in a tone of voice as though I’d pointed at a Toyota and said ‘Hey, a car.’

Awkward.

I didn’t say anything after that.

We kept walking for another 300 feet, and then the angel stopped in front of a particularly luxurious-looking skyscraper made of white marble and gleaming glass. “Here we are.”

I stopped beside her. “‘Here we are’ what?”

“This is my domicile.”

“You live here?”

“Yes.”

From her casual tone of voice, she seemed totally unaware that in the Monopoly game of life, she lived on Boardwalk.

“…the whole building?!” I asked, stunned.

She giggled – a beautiful, delightful, boner-inducing sound. “No, of course not. Just the top floor.”

I craned my neck to see if I could spot the penthouse. I couldn’t. The damn building was at least 30 stories high, and the tallest in sight.

“Holy sh– ”

She shot me a death glare.

“Shitake,” I finished. 

“What is ‘shitake’?”

“It’s a mushroom.”

“Mushrooms are not holy,” she said as she led me to the front door.

An orc in a tailored black suit opened the door for us. “Miss Meera,” he rumbled.

“Thank you, Jrak.”

The orc raised one eyebrow as he sneered at me and Stig. “Are these your… guests?”

“Yes.” Then she looked down at Stig. “Well, one of them is. The other I am merely tolerating.”

“Hey!” Stig snapped.

“Not cool,” I growled at her.

“Which one are you merely tolerating?” the orc asked, eyeing my crusty garments.

“Hey!” I snarled at the orc. “I’ll have you know I saved her life!”

“How? Did you knock them out with your stench?”

That triggered a particularly unpleasant flashback to the time I tussled with a skunk.

I was about to Soul Suck the big green bastard when Meera patted my hand. “I misspoke. They are both my guests.”

“I see,” the orc said, then narrowed his eyes at me threateningly. “Let me know if they cease to be.”

“I will. Have a good evening, Jrak.”

“You too, Miss Meera.”

Then we passed into a lobby made of marble, gilded with gold, and sporting rare orchids next to man-made waterfalls.

“Jesus…” I muttered as I looked around.

“You keep mentioning him,” the angel said. “Who is he?”

“Doesn’t matter… so that’s your name? Meera?”

“Oh, how gauche of me.” She stopped walking, turned to face me, and put out her hand to shake. “I am Meera Seraphim. And you are?”

“Uh…”

This seemed silly – like she was a child acting out how she thought grownups should tell each other their names – but I played along and shook her hand.

“Ian Hertzfelder,” I said, then looked down at Stig. “And this is – ”

“I don’t care, he’s a demon,” Meera said as she hooked my arm and led me through the lobby again.

Stig sneered behind her back, made an OK sign, and vigorously violated it with his finger.

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap

“Hey,” I snapped at her. “I’m not saying bad words for you, so you quit insulting my friend – got it?”

“But he’s a demon,” she repeated, as though that were reason enough for any way she might treat him.

“Okay, fuck you, we’re out,” I snapped. I pulled my arm out of hers and headed back towards the doorway. “Come on, Stig.”

The satisfaction I got from the shock on her face was the best part of the evening so far. And, hey – if Jrak started a fight, well, that’d just be the maraschino cherry on top.

Stig gave her a little Hrmph and a ‘serves you right’ nod, then followed close on my heels.

“Wait!” Meera called out. 

Stig and I kept walking. We were coming up on Jrak, who was cracking his knuckles and eyeing us both with a glint in his eye.

Me? I was like a gunfighter with an itchy trigger finger. 

I guess that’d be an itchy spell finger in my particular case. 

Come on, Ugly. Just give me a reason – 

I was almost to the orc when Meera wailed, “Alright, FINE! I’ll be nice.”

I stopped and turned around. “You promise?”

She sighed. “…yes. I promise.”

I looked down at Stig like It’s your call, buddy.

The imp looked back and forth between me and the angel, then shrugged. Might as well.

I nodded, and we walked back over to Meera.

“But no more dirty words from you,” she said to me, just having to get the last word in.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” I grunted. 

We reached the end of the lobby. There were no elevators in sight – only a ten-foot-tall golden ring with its base embedded in the floor.

“Oh God – please don’t tell me we have to walk up 30 flights of stairs,” I groaned.

“Of course not. Don’t be silly.”

She touched the golden circle, and blue energy surged inside the frame like water. Like, Stargate-style shit.

“Come,” Meera said, and led me through the portal.

Next thing I knew we were standing in a small white foyer lit by gaslight and tastefully decorated with embroidered tapestries. There was an ornate metal door in front of us, and a set of stairs at the other end of the foyer that appeared to lead up to the roof.

I looked back behind me. Stig appeared out of nowhere through another ten-foot golden ring – and then the blue energy inside it dissipated and disappeared.

Meera let go of my arm, walked over to the door, and pushed it open. 

Stig scampered through ahead of me. I followed him – and then stopped in my tracks as my jaw hit the floor.

The place was absolutely gorgeous. 

There were floor-to-ceiling windows and a 180 degree view of Exardus below, with all the gas lamps dotting the darkened city like fairie lights. 

The furniture was sumptuous, if monochromatic – white leather couches without backs, white marble tables, white wooden chairs with white upholstery.

A dozen candles were the only thing lighting the vast, open room, and they filled the air with the barest hint of incense.

Stig was already waddling around the place, poking at the couches and furniture like a dog sniffing asses.

Meera quietly closed the door behind us and then walked away.

I frowned in confusion for a second without knowing why – and then realized I was missing something.

The sound of a metal bolt shunking into place.

I turned around and was shocked to see that there weren’t any deadbolts. To be completely accurate, there wasn’t even a handle. It was one of those ‘bisexual’ doors – one that swings both ways.

Ha ha.

“What the hell, do you people not have locks?” I asked.

Meera narrowed her eyes at me.

“What?” I asked. “Is it against the law to ask about locks?”

“You said ‘hell,’” she said prissily.

I groaned. “Alright, fine… do you people not have locks?”

“There is no need. There is no crime in Exardus.”

“I think the three a-holes we ran into earlier prove that theory wrong.”

Meera cocked her head to the side and seemed to be trying to determine if ‘a-hole’ was acceptable usage. Apparently it was, because she didn’t comment on it. She just looked at Stig disdainfully and sniffed. “There is no crime in Exardus… except for demons.”

“Right,” I said sarcastically. “Tell that to the Underneath.”

“The what?”

“The Underneath? Giant underground neighborhood under Exardus? Full of pimps, assassins, cutthroats, and thieves?”

“I am sure I do not know what you speak of.”

Of course she wouldn’t. A high-class princess living in a place like this? She probably had no idea what lay just beyond her gilded bubble.

The question was, how did she pay for it?

“What do you do for a living?” I asked.

“I am an angel.” She paused, then corrected herself with a sad look. “Was an angel.”

I frowned. “What do you mean, ‘was’? You look like an angel to me.”

“It is part of the delicate matter,” she said brusquely.

“Which you – ”

“ – do not wish to discuss at this time.”

“Okay. Fine.”

I wandered over to the window and looked down queasily. I was afraid of heights, and couldn’t help but imagine the nightmarish prospect of falling 30 stories.

I hope there are no earthquakes in Exardus…

“I would suggest you take a bath now while I wash your clothing,” Meera said.

I looked down at my clothes and the crusty constellation of stains all over them.

Ew.

“Okay,” I mumbled, momentarily embarrassed.

“This way.”

She led me into the bedroom, past a circular king-size bed (covered in white sheets – what else?), and into a palatial marble bathroom lit with more candles.

There was a Jacuzzi-sized bowl set into the white marble floor. She turned the handle on a humongous golden faucet jutting out from the wall, and a jet of steaming water began to splash into the tub.

“Here are towels,” she said, laying out several plush white cloths on the floor. “Just leave your clothes by the door and I will retrieve them.”

“Okay,” I said.

She nodded and smiled – and lingered for several seconds without saying anything.

I raised my eyebrows like, And?

She forced an even bigger, faker smile, then left the room.

I undressed and winced as I did it. Now that I was getting full-on drafts of air wafting out of my shirt, I could see that the orc’s insult about knocking people out with my stench hadn’t been entirely unwarranted.

I set aside my belt, bags, and Scepter of the Servant on the floor, and left my boots and clothing outside the door. The boots were caked with layers of god knows what, so whatever she was planning to do to the clothes, the boots probably needed three or four times the dosage.

I stepped down into the hot water.

DAMN that feels good.

I sank down to my neck and groaned. The tub was luxury personified; I could almost do laps in it, it was so big. 

After it was full, I turned off the tap. Then I dunked my head underwater, scrubbed my scalp, and resurfaced.

What the hell?!

The water all around me was turning a light brown color. Like Pig Pen in Peanuts, just with water instead of air.

Ewwwwww…

I found a bar of soap on the edge of the tub. It smelled like lilacs.

Not the most manly of scents, but it was better than pig shit. 

I set to work lathering myself up.

As I scrubbed and soaked, I started to think of the other memorable time where a bathtub was involved – back in the New Orleans-style hotel room in the land of plantations.

The first time I went down on Alaria.

The thought of her made my heart ache, but it was a damn good memory. It was the first time I’d seen her completely naked. The first time I really got to touch her.

The first time I made her come.

Well… almost come.

I remembered the smell of her… the cinnamon taste of her sex… how wet she was… the sighs and noises she’d made as I stroked inside her with my fingers…

I was getting hard just remembering it.

I closed my eyes, let my hand drift down to my crotch, and began to touch myself.

I remembered that night in Abaddon… how it had felt to enter her for the first time… the way her face had looked the first time she came for real… her mouth slowly enveloping my cock… her breasts, heavy and firm, filling up my hands… the way her ass felt as I cupped it… the way her eyes shone as she – 

Something soft hit the floor just a few feet away from me.

I jerked in the water (phrasing!) and looked over in alarm.

Meera was standing there, beet red, staring at the water. She’d dropped a pile of white cloth at her feet.

I was pretty sure she knew exactly what I’d been doing, although nothing was visible beneath the brownish, soapy water. 

Okay, maybe a vague outline.

“JESUS, don’t you knock?” I snarled.

“I… I am not Jesus,” she whispered, her face still flushed red.

“Apparently you don’t knock, either! What do you want?!”

“I… I brought you clothes… yours will not be clean for an hour or two…”

“You could have left them at the door!”

“I… I’m sorry,” she said, but kept staring at the water.

I narrowed my eyes. “If you want to watch, then watch. Otherwise, get out.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, then got even redder. “I don’t – I wasn’t – how dare you!”

Then she hustled out of the room.

Jesus Christ – 

Actually, I need to stop saying that since everybody keeps asking me who he is.

I shook my head in irritation. No matter how embarrassing it was to get caught jerking off, it was still a little hot – or would have been, if she didn’t have a stick the size of a redwood up her ass.

I sighed. The moment was over. My boner was drooping and I really wasn’t in the mood to continue, so I just finished washing, toweled off, and inspected the clothes she’d dropped.

A toga.

Of course. 

That seemed to be the game’s running joke on me every time I lost my clothes. First a diaper when Alaria burned my skunky clothes in Fernburg, then a bedsheet on the Revenge after Tarka stripped me naked, and now this.

I tried putting the toga on. At least it wasn’t one of hers – or at least it wasn’t like the skimpy one she was wearing. Instead it was a longer ceremonial robe that came down to my feet instead of my thighs. 

Thank heaven for small favors.

I walked out of the bathroom and bedroom and into the common area, where I found she had set a table with silver plates and goblets. Nothing had been served yet, though.

Stig was watching hungrily from where he stood on one of the dining chairs, though his head just barely cleared the edge of the table.

Meera kept giving Stig withering glances every time she looked at him, though I guess she wasn’t technically breaking her vow to be nice. 

Stig just ignored her.

“What’s all this?” I asked.

Meera blushed a little, probably remembering what had just transpired in the bathroom. “I thought we might partake of some sustenance.”

I actually couldn’t remember the last time I’d had anything to eat. I’d basically been on a liquid diet the last few days – ‘liquid diet’ being a euphemism for nothing but booze.

“That’s probably a good idea,” I agreed.

Suddenly there was a knock at the front door. Meera walked over and opened it, and an elf in a suit entered. He was carrying what looked like a baby’s highchair carved out of ivory.

“By the table, please,” Meera said.

The elf walked over and set up the white highchair next to the table.

Then a dwarf in a tux rolled in a white cart with several silver-domed platters on top of it and wheeled it over to the table, too.

“Thank you,” Meera said. 

The elf and dwarf both bowed stiffly, then disappeared back into the hall.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“It is the food. Also a special chair for your…” Meera paused and made a face. “…imp.”

“No, I mean – you have private servants?”

“They are for the building. I gave them your clothes to clean, incidentally.”

“…okay…”

It was funny. I’d been inside a couple of honest-to-God palaces the last several weeks, and yet here I was, bowled over by Room Service.

Stig jumped down from the regular chair, inspected the high chair, and crawled up it into the seat. Now he was level with the tabletop.

“Ha – you look like a baby,” I teased him.

“Fuckoff,” he said, and did his finger fwap fwap fwap fwap.

“Hey!” I snapped.

“Language!” Meera shouted angrily.

“I’m not a baby,” Stig pouted as he crossed his arms and slumped down in his seat.

“Fine, you’re not a baby.”

“No, you’re an imp,” Meera said, one corner of her mouth curled into a sneer.

She uncovered the domes and revealed silver bowls piled high with exotic food. A shank of roasted meat, a stew of plums and tubers, and a rice dish with leafy vegetables. It smelled absolutely delicious, like cumin and saffron.

My mouth watered as she served up a plate and put it in front of me. “Thanks. Do you have anything to drink?”

“Yes – water, eldritch juice, and moondew. Which would you like?”

“Uhhhh… you don’t have any wine?”

“No.”

“Rum?”

“No.”

“Any sort of liquor?”

“No.”

“Beer?!”

She huffed loudly. “I have no alcoholic beverages of any kind.”

Stig threw his hands up in disgust, then stood up in the highchair and jumped to the floor.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Baby needs a bottle,” he grunted as he headed for the door.

“Come on – we’ve been drinking all week.”

“You’ve been drinking all week,” Stig said as he pointed at me. “Now I want a drink.”

“That’s not tr– ”

And then I thought about it.

Actually, it was true. The longer my bender had gone on, the less Stig had drunk – culminating in his single beer today. Actually, more like 3/4ths of a beer.

“You were babysitting me,” I realized.

“Uh-huh,” he said.

“If you leave the premises, you will not be permitted back inside,” Meera informed him snottily.

Stig gave her the OK sign with a few good fwap-fwap-fwaps.

“Stig!” I rebuked him.

“I didn’t say it,” he snickered.

“What does this mean,” Meera asked in exasperation, poking her own finger through an OK sign, “and why does he keep doing it?”

I cocked an eyebrow at her, waiting for her to break down into laughter and say, Just kidding.

She didn’t. She just sat there looking at me, perplexed.

“…never mind. Can you please tell your people to let him in when he’s ready to come back?”

She didn’t answer.

“Please?” I said, though it was more like a pissed-off command than asking a favor.

Meera rolled her eyes, then went over to a crystal ball sitting on her white marble kitchen counter. As soon as she placed her hand on it, the ghostly face of a troll in a suit appeared inside the ball.

“Yes, m’lady?”

“There will an… imp,” she shuddered, “entering the lobby through my portal. Please allow him to enter my abode whenever he returns.”

“Of course, m’lady.”

She took her hand away and the troll disappeared.

Huh.

Pretty nifty intercom system.

“Do you have any money?” I asked Stig just as he was about to push his way through the door.

He froze – then hung his head in defeat. “No.”

I didn’t have any, either, or I wouldn’t have been concocting plans for him to steal bottles of booze earlier that evening.

I turned to Meera. “Could you lend me a couple of silvers?”

“I don’t have any.”

I looked around the apartment.

You have ALL THIS, I wanted to say, and you can’t spare a couple of fuckin’ silvers?!

I was just about to rip her a new one when she pulled a shiny yellow coin out of a white silk purse on her toga belt. “Will a gold coin do?”

Holy SHIT.

Stig’s jaw dropped open, too.

“Um… yeah, but that’s too much,” I said.

“No it’s not,” Stig protested.

“Yes it is,” I said as I glared at him.

“Why is it too much?” Meera asked, puzzled.

“I can’t pay that back. At least not right away.”

“It is for the imp to consume alcoholic beverages, correct?” she asked.

“Yeah…”

“And the more he consumes, the longer he will be away, correct?”

“Yeah?”

She tossed the gold coin through the air, where it clinked! at Stig’s feet and rolled across the floor.

“Consider it a gift,” she said haughtily.

Stig pounced on the coin and looked at it with undisguised glee.

“Thanks, lady!” he croaked.

“Bring back the change!” I yelled at him.

“Yeah, right,” was the last I heard from him as he disappeared out the door.
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Dinner was delicious. The meat was tender, the spices sumptuous, and the drink – moondew, she’d called it – was sweet and refreshing.

The conversation, however, was a bit odd.

“How long have you been a warlock?” she asked.

“Uh… about three, maybe four weeks.”

“Oh – so there is still hope for you yet.”

I frowned at her. “What?”

“What set you down the path of darkness?”

“Are you this rude to most people who saved your life, or did I just get lucky?”

“I’m sorry,” she said bashfully. “I am not in the habit of eating with warlocks.”

“Well, helpful hint from Miss Manners: don’t be so judgmental.”

“Who is Miss Manners? Is she connected in some way to Jesus?”

“Unless they left that part out of the Bible, no, I’m pretty sure she’s not.”

“Well… since I disapprove of your choices in life, what should I ask you about, then?”

I bit my tongue, then smiled tightly. “Why don’t you tell about yourself?”

“What would you like to know?”

In the spirit of not being rude, I decided to steer clear of why she’d been out at night by herself, talking to priests in a temple she couldn’t visit during the daytime. “What’s the name of your god?”

“Oh,” she said happily, “Yanok the All-Father, Bringer of Light.”

“Uh-huh. And… you’re an angel, so… did you come from heaven?”

“One of them.”

“There’s more than one?”

“Oh, yes – there are seven.”

“Oh yeah,” I said brightly, glad I could add to the conversation. “Like the Seven Hells.”

She made a face like I’d just farted in front of the Queen of England. 

“NO, NOT like that. Not like that AT ALL.”

“Okay, okay. Je– ” I started to say, then caught myself and finished with a generic, “Dude.”

She gave me some side-eye, then continued, “I am from Silaros, the Seventh Heaven.”

“Oh, did you live next to Jessica Biel?” I snorted.

Meera looked at me blankly.

“She was a… it was a television… never mind, bad joke,” I muttered. “So – what are you doing in Exardus?”

“I am living here now.”

“Yeah, I can see that. But why’d you leave Seventh – uh, Silaros?”

A cloud passed over her face. “That is part of what I do not wish to discuss.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “No problem.”

“What brings you to Exardus?”

I sighed. “I was aboard a ship that got repairs here. Then I had an argument with… somebody on board the ship, and they kicked me off, and here I am.”

“Was it because you drink too much?”

I glared at her. “No, that wasn’t it.”

“Was it because you are a warlock?”

“NO, that definitely wasn’t it.”

“Why did they kick you off, then?”

I gave her a fake smile. “You don’t want to talk about your stuff? Fine. I don’t want to talk about mine.”

Then I went back to eating.

She was silent for almost a full moment before she blurted out, “I was banished from Silaros and sent here to live in exile until I am purified. I go to the temple at night where a kind priest intercedes with the All-Father on my behalf with burnt offerings. I go at night because I am banned from entering the temple, and must go secretly in darkness to deliver the sacrificial fruits to the priest.”

“Oh,” I said, surprised. “Why didn’t you just tell me all that before?”

“Because it is a great shame upon me,” she said, casting her eyes down sadly.

I felt bad for her. “No… look, don’t listen to those religious types. They’ll fu– uh, mess you up. Take it from me. Besides, you seem like a really nice person. Overall.”

She raised her eyes to me hopefully. “You think so?”

“Yeah, of course.” I smiled at her reassuringly. “It’s fine.”

She smiled back tentatively.

“Just out of curiosity, what did you get banned for?”

Her face flushed beet red again, and her eyes dropped to her lap.

“It’s okay,” I said hastily. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t – ”

“Impure thoughts,” she whispered, like she was carrying the weight of the entire world on her shoulders.

I tried to hold it in – I tried, I swear I did – but finally I couldn’t help myself.

I snorted a couple of times and then burst out laughing.

She looked up at me in both disbelief and anger.

“I’m sorry,” I said, choking back my guffaws. “I shouldn’t have – sorry. It’s just – who the hell bans you for impure thoughts?”

“Yanok,” she said quite seriously.

“Oh yeah. Yanok,” I jeered. 

That explains a lot about how she acted back in the bathroom.

“Well, trust me, I’ve done a lot worse than impure thoughts. You’re fine. Impure thoughts are healthy.”

Her eyes went wide. “You have done worse than impure thoughts?”

“Uh… yeah? Everybody has. Except for you, I guess.”

“What have you done?”

“What haven’t I done,” I smirked. 

It felt pretty good to say it, too. I certainly couldn’t say ‘what haven’t I done’ back in the real world, not unless we were talking about over-the-counter painkillers. 

Fuck yeah, I’ve done it all… Tylenol, aspirin, Excedrin PM, Motrin – both liquid gels AND caplets…

I was lost in my internal stand-up routine when Meera whispered, “Have you done… it?”

“‘It’?… Are you talking about sex?”

She gasped and put a hand to her mouth like I’d just said something beyond shocking.

I raised an eyebrow. Jesus, this chick was the polar opposite of Alaria.

Alaria…

A wave of memories hit me, along with a boatload of sorrow.

Overwhelmed by melancholy, I sighed and lifted my drink to take a sip. “Yeah… yeah, I’ve done ‘it.’”

“You truly are a bad boy,” Meera whispered.

I literally did a spit take. Just spewed out all my moondew in a cloud of mist.

Then I burst out laughing. “Nobody’s ever called me that before.”

“But you have done IT,” she said solemnly. “And you are a warlock, and you have an imp. You are a bad boy.”

I smiled and frowned at the same time. “…yeah, okay…”

“I told you my secrets – will you tell me now why you were banished from the ship?” Meera implored me.

“Well… first off, it was a pirate ship.”

Her eyes got as big as saucers. “You consorted with pirates?!”

“Demon pirates,” I said, playing it up as much as I could.

The reaction was immediate. Her entire face lit up in outrage and shock. “Demon pirates?! Those are the worst pirates of all!”

“Tell me about it,” I said, even though I was secretly thinking, Yeah, right – they’re like a bunch of muppets.

I mean, some are ten-foot-TALL muppets, but still.

“Um… alright,” Meera said, looking puzzled. “The least troublesome sort of pirates are elf pirates, because – ”

“What? No, it’s a saying. I don’t want you to literally tell me about it.”

“Then why did you ask me to?”

“It’s – never mind.”

She waited as I took another drink, then pleaded, “Tell me the rest of the story. Please.”

I sighed, then continued. “Anyway, the reason they threw me off was… I guess you could say I interceded with the gods, too.”

“You?! A warlock?! You would dare do such a thing?!”

I frowned at her. “Yeah? So?”

She shook her head in awe. “You truly are a bad, BAD boy.”

I made a face like Okay, whatever, and continued talking. “Anyway, I did it because I was trying to change my succubus – ”

“YOU HAVE A SUCCUBUS?” she shrieked.

I stared at her. “Yes. I’m a Warlock. We tend to have succubus…es.”

She leaned over and stared straight into my eyes. “Did you… did you…”

“Did I what?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Did you do it… with her?”

“Uh, yeah…” I answered, like Duh.

Meera got up from her chair and started pacing back and forth. Her wings trembled on her back, folding and unfolding slightly.

“What?!” I demanded.

She flapped her hands like she was freaking out, then calmed herself down by breathing slowly in and out. When she finally got back under control, she sat back down.

“Continue,” she said calmly.

“What was that all about?!”

“I just… I have never known anyone who… has lain carnally with a succubus,” she said seriously.

“Yeah, well, now you do.”

“I am surprised you were not destroyed in the process.”

No, that didn’t come until later.

When she dumped me.

“Yeah, well… I wasn’t.”

“You are truly a very, very bad boy,” she whispered in awe.

“You gotta quit saying that,” I ordered.

“Why? It is the truth.”

“No, it’s not. In fact, it’s ridiculous. I’m a geek – a nerd. I’m not a bad boy.”

“Yes, you are,” she said very seriously.

“Whatever. So, anyway, she didn’t like that I was trying to change her – ”

“What were you trying to change about her?”

“Well… she kept sleeping with a lot of women, and I – ”

“SHE WAS A SAPHIC SUCCUBUS?!”

I frowned. “I – yes? I guess?”

“You did ‘it’ with a Sapphic succubus, and she did not destroy you?!” Meera shook her head in wonder. “You are a very, VERY bad boy.”

I rolled my eyes, then explained, “She liked men and women, but I was the only guy she was sleeping with. Only thing is, I wanted to be the only person she slept with, period, so I tried to get the gods to change her. It… didn’t go so well.”

Meera’s eyes teared up. “You were trying to divert her from the path of sin and destruction?”

“Uh… I don’t know about that…”

“That is why you interceded with the gods, yes?”

“Eh… not so much on the ‘diverting her from sin and destruction’ part. I just wanted her to be with me and nobody else.”

Meera nodded solemnly. “That was a worthy and noble goal.”

I squinted at the angel in disbelief, and realized that I had never, ever run into a truly crazy chick until now.

“Yeah, well… anyway, it didn’t go so well. It was incredibly painful for her – agonizing, actually – and when it was over, she found out I did it, and – ”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How did she find out?”

“She could tell by my face how bad I felt about it, I guess, and she asked… so I told her.”

Meera’s eyes were almost brimming with tears now. “You told her the truth?”

“Yeah. How could I not?”

“You are not just a bad boy… you are an honorable man,” she whispered.

“I don’t about that. If I was honorable I’d never have done it in the first place.”

“You were trying to save her!”

I winced. “No – no, not really…”

“Did you love her?” Meera asked, on the edge of her seat.

I sat there looking at her, and my heart felt like it was breaking.

“…yeah. Yeah, I did.”

A single tear slid down Meera’s cheek. “That is so beautiful…”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t so beautiful when they kicked me off the ship and left me here and I spent the last week drunk in the gutter.”

“She was a fool to leave you.”

I had to admit, that was nice to hear. “Thanks. But, honestly, what I did was pretty fu– uh, messed up.”

Meera shook her head. “She is a hell-slut.”

I frowned. “Hey!”

“A devil whore.”

“HEY!”

“She deserves eternal damnation.”

I gave her the Han Solo-approved Finger of Doom. “YOU need to shut the FUCK UP.”

She grew slightly pale, but didn’t say anything about my using a swear word. “I speak only the truth.”

“No you don’t – you don’t know her. You don’t know what she’s been through, what she’s suffered – you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

She cocked her head to the side slightly like she had just realized something. “…you still love her!”

That made me uncomfortable. “Whether I do or not, YOU don’t get to talk about her that way.”

Meera was quiet for a moment, and I went back to eating. Then she said, “She does not deserve you.”

“Yeah, well, thanks, but – ”

“Devil whore,” Meera muttered under her breath.

“Alright, fuck this,” I said, and got up from the table. “I’m out.”

“No – wait!” Meera said, standing up.

“No, I’m good. Thanks for the food, but I’m gonna get my clothes and be moving on.”

“No – stop,” Meera pleaded, and backed up between me and the door. “Please.”

“No, I’m going.”

“Stay – please.”

“NO.”

I guess in her panic, Meera stepped it up a couple of levels. 

Zero to 60 in one second flat.

“The succubus – what did she do for you?”

I stopped in my tracks. “What?”

“When you lay with her carnally… what did she do for you?”

I frowned. “What the hell?! That’s none of your – ”

“Did she…” 

Meera’s gaze dropped down to my crotch. 

She blushed, and then she looked back up into my eyes.

“…did she kiss it?”

My jaw dropped open.

It was such a repressed, innocent way of talking about oral sex – but coming out of an angel who looked like a supermodel, I have to admit, it was pretty goddamn sexy.

“Did she… lick it?” Meera whispered, her voice almost fearful.

I could feel my pants getting a little bit tighter.

“Did she do…”

She silently mouthed Anal.

“What is with the anal?!” I exploded.

Meera clapped both hands to her mouth and her eyes bugged out in alarm.

“I’m going,” I snarled, and stepped to her side.

She put her hand on my bare arm. I was wearing a toga, after all.

Which didn’t make me feel like much of a bad boy, I can tell you that.

But the touch of her soft fingers on my skin… and the smell of roses from her body…

“Wait,” she pleaded. “I… I have longed for someone who could… who could…”

The scent of her was driving me crazy, which made me even more irritable. 

“Who could what?” I snapped impatiently.

She gazed into my eyes. “Who could share my impure thoughts with me.”

I swallowed hard. My pants were feeling pretty tight indeed.

I was imagining what sharing her impure thoughts might look like when she ruined it.

“We could lie in the marriage bed as man and wife,” she whispered.

What?!

I stepped back, startled.

“I could tell you about my impure thoughts, and maybe…”

She blushed bright red.

“…maybe I could even let you touch my body… over my clothes, of course,” she added quickly. “And not above the navel or below the waist.”

Not above the navel or below the waist?!

What the hell was that?! Like, a two-inch zone, maybe? At best?

I frowned. “…and?!”

She stared at me. “And… you could tell me your impure thoughts?”

I groaned. “No.”

I made to move past her, but she flattened herself against the door.

The pose thrust her breasts out against the silky material of her toga and gave me a tiny bit of pause.

“What do you want to do?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I snapped. “Now get out of my way before I move you out of my way.”

She looked both hurt and shocked. “You do not want to do anything with me?”

“No – because all you want to do is play house. I don’t want to lie around trying to get to second base, thanks.”

I shoved her out of the way and pushed open the door.

That’s when she brought out the big guns.

“I can see why she left you,” she called out quickly.

If I’d been in my right mind, I might have noted the desperation and panic in her voice.

But I wasn’t exactly in my right mind.

I froze, then turned back slowly and fixed her with a stare of pure hatred. “What did you just say?”

Her face looked terrified – but then she rallied and raised her chin haughtily. “I said, I can see why she left you. The succubus.”

I entered the apartment again, step… by… slow… step, all the while staring at her angrily.

“And why is that?” I hissed.

“Because you’re not a man,” she said, her lower lip trembling. 

I got right up in her face, an inch away. “Oh, I’m NOT, am I?”

Her whole body was trembling now. “What man would walk away from a woman offering herself to him?”

“You’re not a woman,” I sneered. “You’re a little girl in a woman’s body – a prude, a goody-goody two-shoes, a cocktease – ”

Her eyes went wide as saucers and her mouth dropped open in shock.

“ – who doesn’t know the first goddamn thing about pleasing a man.”

“Yes I do,” she said vehemently, then grew almost bashful. “I could… I could let you kiss me.”

“You don’t need to be kissed,” I sneered. “You need to be fucked. HARD.”

A shocked cry escaped her lips, and we just stood there staring at each other – her in obvious distress, and me being driven insane by the scent of roses and the sight of her breasts heaving up and down beneath her toga.

Then I grunted and turned back for the door.

This isn’t worth it. She’s probably horrible in bed – 

“How would you fuck me?” she whispered.

…HELLO…

That was the first time she’d used a swear word – and it was a doozy. For an angel, at least.

I turned back around and looked at her.

She was trembling.

I don’t know why I was so annoyed with her – maybe because of all the haughty, Miss Priss shit from earlier in the night; maybe because of her smug superiority towards Stig and Alaria – but I completely dispensed with the whole I’d kiss you and slowly undress you rigamarole.

“I would rip that toga off you,” I snarled. “Then I’d push you down on that sofa over there, and I’d feel you up from head to toe. I’d squeeze your breasts and pinch your nipples so hard you’d cry out. Then I would make you get down on your knees and undo my pants and take out my cock and suck it. And the entire time I’d make you look me in the eyes while you did it. And then, when I was ready – and only then – I’d flip you over on your hands and knees and I’d take you from behind and I would fuck your brains out.”

As I talked, her face and upper chest flushed red, and her breasts heaved even more under her toga.

“Would you spank me?” she whispered.

“Because you’re bad?” I hissed sarcastically.

She nodded rapidly, looking at me with frightened eyes.

“I would spank you so much that your ass would be red for the next three days.”

She cried out involuntarily – a little feminine ‘Oh!’ – that made me twice as hard.

“…alright,” she whispered.

I stared at her. “What?”

“Alright,” she nodded, her whole body trembling.

My cock was straining out of my pants – but I couldn’t do it.

I mean, come on. She’d been talking about ‘the marriage bed’ and ‘I might let you touch me below the navel but above the waist’ two minutes ago. 

This wasn’t a down-to-fuck chick. This was a Sunday school girl.

Plus… if I’m going to be honest…

Alaria.

I know that’s pathetic. I know that I should have moved on. I know that I shouldn’t have been thinking about her. I had a willing supermodel standing in front of me, and I was mooning over my ex-girlfriend?

…lover? 

Whatever.

But I just couldn’t go through with it.

So I sort of faked my way out of the situation.

I laughed once in disbelief and shook my head. “You got kicked out of heaven for impure thoughts, and now you want to fuck like a porno? I don’t think so.”

She looked at me in shock, then fury. “I do not know what kind of beast a porno is, but I will surely… be carnal like one.”

I laughed again, then turned around and headed for the door. “Keep it in your pants, babe. Maybe they’ll let you back into heaven someday.”

I was almost to the door when she dropped the atom bomb.

“And that is why she left you.”

I turned around again, furious.

The corner of her mouth rose up the tiniest bit, and she gave me a condescending half-smile.

“Because you’re not really a man,” she drawled maliciously.

Ohhhh, FUCK YOU, bitch. It’s ON now.

I stomped across the room. Her eyes widened in fright – but also in erotic suspense.

I grabbed the front of her toga and tore it in half. RRRRIIIIPP.

Jesus…

Her breasts were magnificent. Full and soft and round, a great set of double D’s that wobbled with the violence of me ripping her clothes. Little pink areolas and hard, small nipples.

But I didn’t pause to look.

I grabbed one breast roughly with my right hand and squeezed hard, smashing her soft flesh between my fingers.

“Oh!” she cried out in ecstasy.

I reached my other hand up under the short skirt of her toga and clutched her ass.

Fuuuuuuck.

God damn she had a great ass. Firm and full and round.

I found her panties, a little silken strand of cloth between her ass cheeks. I slid my finger between her legs – 

Holy SHIT she was soaked.    

I pressed her hard against my body, grinding her crotch against my hard-on.

“Ohhhhh!” she moaned, and tilted her head back.

That was invitation enough for me.

I attacked her neck, biting it.

“OHHH!” she shrieked, and raked her fingernails down my back.

Then I took both of my hands and forced her down to her knees.

She went willingly.

Within seconds she was kneeling before me, her eyes wide with both terror and yearning. She watched hungrily as I stripped off my clothes.

(I also quickly turned my Sensory Levels all the way up. There was no way I was going to stay at 1% for this.)

When my cock came bobbing out, she gasped and looked at it with both shock and pained desire – like she wanted it badly, but was afraid at the same time.

“Suck it,” I ordered.

She looked up at me in panic.

“Open your mouth,” I snapped.

She did.

“Wider.”

She did, her frightened eyes staring into mine.

I put the tip between her lips and then eased it inside her mouth.

As I did, her eyes rolled back in her head, and her whole body shivered with delight. Her white wings stretched out from her back and flapped once, then folded back in place.

I began to move slowly in and out of her mouth.

I don’t know what the fuck possessed me. 

My anger at her, which she’d knowingly provoked?

Maybe my own misplaced anger at Alaria?

The fact I was still a little drunk?

I didn’t know. What I did know was something dark took over me… 

…and I liked it.

I guess that saying’s true: still waters run deep.

There was another saying I’d heard, too: 

Treat a princess like a whore, and a whore like a princess.

Somebody was getting treated like a whore tonight.

“Open wider,” I ordered. “No teeth – that’s it. Lick it with your tongue… thaaaat’s it…”

She moaned as I moved in and out of her mouth. She tried to maintain eye contact, though her eyes kept rolling back into her head in bliss. 

When she did manage to look at me, though, it was the sweetest, most innocent gaze you could imagine.

I couldn’t keep looking at her, though. There was something about the trustfulness in her eyes that made me ashamed.

I pulled out of her mouth.

“Noooo,” she whimpered.

“Get up,” I snapped.

She did, right away.

I grabbed her roughly by the shoulder and spun her around. Then I bent her over and forced her arms onto the couch.

I pulled the rest of her toga off and ripped her panties in two. They were so light and gossamer that they tore apart easily in my hands.

“Oh,” she cried out.

I stared down at her ass, perfect and white. Her pussy was fully visible, gorgeous and pink, with a sheen of wetness shining on her swollen lips.

I grabbed her waist, lined up my head with her slit, and eased myself inside.

God she was tight. Not as tight as a frost elf, but snug nonetheless.

“OHHHHHH!” she shrieked.

I grabbed her long, blonde hair in my right hand and pulled so that her head was reared back in the air.

And then I began to fuck her.

She cried out deliriously, grunting and screaming as my pelvis smacked into her ass.

“Aren’t you – going to – spank me?” she managed to moan between thrusts.

I pulled out completely.

“Noooooo,” she whined.

“Get on the couch on all fours,” I ordered.

“It’s a chaise longue,” she informed me.

What the fuck? This was a fantasy world – why did we have snooty French words here?

“Well get up on the goddamn chaise longue then.”

She did as I ordered, then looked over her shoulder pleadingly, her golden hair beautifully disarrayed around her perfect face.

“Look DOWN.”

She did, burying her face in the white leather cushions.

“You… are a bad, bad girl,” I said in a low, threatening voice.

She moaned, and her dove-like wings trembled.

“You deserve to be punished.”

She sounded like she was going to cry.

Then I pulled my hand back.

WHAP!

“OH!” she cried out in both pain and pleasure.

I traced my fingers across that perfect ass. Her porcelain skin was quickly growing red with the outline of my palm.

“You are a bad angel,” I snarled.

“…yes…” she whispered breathlessly.

“You are bad GIRL.”

“…yes, yes…”

“And you deserve everything you get.”

WHAP!

“Oh my God!” she cried out, caught somewhere between agony and ecstasy.

“You have impure desires,” I rumbled.

“…yes, yes, yes…” she moaned.

“You should be spanked over and over and over,” I snarled.

“…yes, oh yes…”

I gripped the base of my shaft and put my swollen head right up next to her lips. “Is this what you want?”

“Yes, please, yes,” she groaned, and wriggled her ass back towards me, trying to take me inside her.

“Too bad,” I jeered, and stepped back and smacked her again.

WHAP!

“OH!” she cried out, almost weeping.

“Tell me you don’t want it,” I snarled.

“But I dooooo,” she moaned.

WHAP!

“Tell me you don’t want it.”

“I… I don’t want it…”

“LIAR!”

WHAP!

“OHHH!”

“Tell me what you want,” I ordered.

“…please… please join our flesh as one…”

“NO. Tell me like you really want it.”

“…I don’t… I don’t understand…”

“Beg me to fuck you.”

She gave a breathy sigh of despair. “…no…”

WHAP!

“OH!”

“We both know you’re bad. We both know you’re a liar when you try to act good. So say it. Say, ‘Fuck me, Ian.’”

“…oh… please, no…”

WHAP!

“SAY IT!”

“…p-please… please… fuck me, Ian…”

I grabbed her blonde hair and pulled her head up. Her halo of golden light shimmered above her head, and her face was contorted in ecstasy.

“Say, ‘Please put your cock inside me and fuck me.’”

“No, I can’t – ”

“LIAR!”

WHAP!

“OH!” 

She began panting and her wings began shivering. 

If she’d been wet before, she was literally dripping with desire now.

“SAY IT!”

“Please, Ian – please put your… put your cock in me… and FUCK me.”

I was surprised at the lustful delight that broke through in her voice, a gleeful surrender to desire and everything she’d ever been taught was wrong.

I slipped the tip in.

She moaned.

“Is this what you want?”

“M-more…”

“Say, ‘Put your cock all the way inside me and fuck me hard.’”

With unrestrained joy she cried out, “Put your dirty cock inside me and fuck me HARD!”

And so I did.

She cried out as I slammed inside her. She screamed my name as I sped up, slowed down, went shallow and then deep. 

Finally her cries rose to a crescendo, and she screamed out almost in bewilderment, “Is this coming? Is this – is – oh my god – oh my heavens – I’m – oh Yanok – OH MY GOD – ”

And then she ended with one long, uninterrupted shriek.

Her orgasmic cry pushed me over the edge, and I bellowed as I emptied inside her, over and over.

Then I collapsed on her back, her wings soft between our bodies. I smelled the rose-like scent of her hair as she panted beneath me.

Almost a minute of silence went by with me still inside her, and then she whispered, “…can we do it again?”

I should have been excited by that.

I should have been ready to go, right then and there.

Something didn’t feel right, though.

Whether it was how I’d acted – the things I’d said, which were pretty outside my normal behavior – 

Or maybe it was the lingering guilt over fucking a woman who wasn’t Alaria.

Or maybe it was how excited Meera was at being dominated and debased.

Or maybe it was doing such dirty things to an actual angel.

No matter what it was, I felt weird.

I pulled out of her and stood up. “I should really be going.”

“Noooo,” she pleaded, looking over her shoulder as she remained on her belly. “Please stay!”

“I should go find Stig.”

“He’s coming back! Besides, where are you going to go?”

That was a good question. One I didn’t have an answer for.

“I don’t know – I’ll figure it out.”

Then she rolled over from her stomach to her back, and everything changed.

Her beautiful breasts jiggled and swayed atop her petite frame. Her thighs were pressed together, but I could see the golden, curly hair at the ‘V’ above them.

“You’ve already defiled me once,” she said shyly. “Don’t you want to do it again?”

As she finished speaking, she opened her legs to me.

Oh fuck.

Her pink, wet lips beckoned, and little Ian sprang back to full attention.

Then the killing blow: she bit her lower lip as she stared at me with those sapphire eyes.

I’d slept with a devil woman countless times – might as well balance it out with an angel.

“Why not,” I said, then grunted as I slid back inside her.
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Except the second time didn’t go exactly as planned.

As I began rocking back and forth inside her, I began kissing her. She tasted sweet, like peaches – although she was only a so-so kisser. A little awkward, which I guess came with the territory of having never done anything but have impure thoughts – 

Whoa!

Had I just had sex with a virgin?!

I stopped and stared down at her. “Have you ever had sex before?”

She shyly shook her head ‘no.’

Whoa.

A first for me – both in the game world and the real world.

We began kissing again as I started moving inside her.

I squeezed her breast in my right hand, her ass with my left, and moved my mouth down to kiss her neck. I was definitely enjoying myself – 

But she wasn’t making any noises this time.

I stopped again.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“…no…” she said hesitantly.

Which meant there was definitely something wrong.

“What is it?”

She winced.

“What?” I asked, worried.

“…I like it when you say I’m bad.”

That was easy enough.

“You’re bad,” I said, though without putting much effort into it, and went back to nuzzling her neck.

“No,” she whined coquettishly, “I like it when you mean it.”

I pulled back up so I could look her in the eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She shook her head ‘no.’

“Being an angel and having sex isn’t bad enough for you?”

She got a hungry look in her eye. “I like it when you make me do bad things.”

Daaaamn.

“And,” she added breathily, “I like it when you do bad things to me.”

Fuuuuuck.

“What kind of bad things?” I said huskily, getting turned on in a way I hadn’t been just a minute before.

“Things you’re not supposed to do,” she whispered.

My left hand was still clutching her ass.

I got an idea.

“Like this?” I asked as I moved one finger closer to her asshole. 

She was so drenched that a lot of her juices had dripped down, and I began to rub her hole using her own wetness as a lubricant.

She gasped, and her eyes shone like she was immensely turned on.

“Don’t,” she whispered, but in a voice that sounded like Yes!

“Okay, that’s not going to work,” I said sternly. “If you’re going to tell me ‘no’ when you mean ‘yes,’ then we need to have a safeword.”

“Safeword?”

“Yeah, it’s a word that means ‘Stop.’”

“Why wouldn’t I just say ‘stop’?”

“So that you can say ‘stop,’ and I won’t actually stop – until you say the safeword.”

“Ohhhhhh,” she murmured, obviously liking the idea a great deal.

“So what do you want to be your safeword? It should be something you wouldn’t ordinarily say.”

She thought for a second, then blushed. “Cock.”

“Uh, no, you’re going to be saying that a lot.”

“Oh,” she breathed, even more turned on. “Um… dragon.”

I frowned. “Okay… sure, why not. Ready to try it?”

“…alright…”

I stroked her asshole with the tip of my finger.

Her mouth opened into a wide ‘O,’ and the light in her eyes sparked even hotter and brighter.

Then I eased the tip of my finger in.

Her breasts began moving up and down as she breathed faster.

“You can say ‘stop,’ you know.”

“I don’t want you to stop,” she whispered back.

Daaaaamn.

“I won’t, unless you say the safeword.”

She licked her lips, then said, “Stop.”

I eased my finger in a little bit more.

A delighted smile crept across her face. “No – stop.”

I began going deeper. 

She began writhing beneath me, shifting her hips so that she was grinding down on both my cock and my finger.

“Oh… no, stop… don’t… don’t do that… no, stop…” she moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head.

I began to move my shaft in and out of her, and my finger deeper and deeper inside her ass.

“STOP… oh God… don’t, please, stop it…” she moaned, her eyes shut in ecstasy.

I’d never even done anything like this with Alaria.

This chick was kinky.

I used my right hand to squeeze one of her nipples – lightly at first, then harder.

“NO… STOP…” she moaned, so I pinched harder.

Her hips swirled faster and began bucking against me.

Then she did the unexpected.

She took my hand from her breast and put it on her throat.

I froze. Meaning, every part of my body that was inside her stopped moving.

Her eyes flew open and she frowned. “Why are you stopping?!”

“Do you really want me to… choke you?”

She gave me a huge smile. “No. Don’t you dare.”

Shit…

This was really of out of my range of experience.

Nevertheless, I began thrusting again with both my cock and my finger, and used my hand to lightly squeeze her throat.

Her eyes rolled back in her head again. “Oh God… don’t do that… don’t do it harder…”

I squeezed harder as I thrust faster.

“Oh GOD… tell me what you’re going to do to me when you finish…”

I let up on her throat. “When I finish?”

“When your… cock…” she whispered, then spoke normally again. “…gets bigger and smaller very quickly, and you yell bad words.”

“Oh – when I come.”

“Is that what it’s called?”

“Yeah. That’s what it’s called when you do it, too.”

“When I feel like I’m flying, and a white-hot light of pleasure has touched between my legs, and everything down there feels so good?”

“Yeah – exactly.”

“Why does your… cock get bigger and smaller?”

Huh.

Though she’d hesitated when she said it, she hadn’t whispered ‘cock’ that time.

“Uh… because white stuff spurts out of it.”

Meera’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Like white light?”

“Nnnnnoooo… not exactly…”

“Like what, then?”

“Sort of like cream.”

“Oooh! I want to see you come!” she squealed.

“You do?”

“Yes – will you show it to me?”

“Better than that – I’ll pull out and come on your stomach.”

She laughed with delight, then stopped to think. “Can you come somewhere else?”

“Sure, where?”

“Can you come on my chest?”

Daaamn.

“Sure.”

She seemed to think again. “Can you come on my face?”

Whoa.

That wasn’t a request I got often from women.

Translation: I never got it from women. 

Not even Alaria.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She stared at me right in the eyes. “Don’t you dare come on my face.”

Holy SHIT.

“All right,” I said, my eyes wide, as I began to rock back and forth inside her again.

“And stop squeezing my throat,” she said.

I drew my arm back – 

“What are you doing?! I didn’t say the safeword!” she exclaimed.

“Oh yeah…”

This was getting a little freaky…

I squeezed her throat harder and harder, and thrust my finger deeper and deeper as my cock plunged into her faster and faster – and all the while she was gurgling and moaning and her cries were becoming more and more excited.

I doubled my speed, thrusting harder, faster, deeper – 

“I’m coming!” she cried out. “Oh Yanok, I’m coming – I’M COMING – ”

She screamed. I held out for as long as I could, a good four or five seconds into her orgasm, but I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. Her noises were pushing me over the edge.

I pulled out of her and leaned up over her body, my hand stroking my shaft.

Her eyes opened, and as she looked at my cock just inches from her face, I was sure she was going to start screaming, DRAGON! DRAGON! DRAGON!

But she didn’t.

She got a wide-eyed look of wild delight on her face and shouted, “Don’t come on my face! Don’t come on my – ”

“UNNNH!” I bellowed, and blew my load.

She gasped as white liquid splashed onto her forehead and nose.

“Oh… oh… ohhhh,” I groaned, and stopped jerking myself off as the last little bit dribbled out.

She looked up at me in ecstatic shock, like she couldn’t believe what had just happened. Like she’d seen some sort of heavenly miracle.

As I collapsed back on the couch (excuse me, the chaise longue)
beside her, I watched her expression. 

I was expecting disgust, or for her to run as fast as possible to the bathroom and start splashing water on her face.

That’s not what happened at all.

First she licked a bit that had dripped close to her mouth, and murmured, “Mmmmm.”

Oh my god…

Then she looked at me with an excited smile. “I liked seeing you come.”

Oh my GOD.

“Can we do that again?” she asked.

OH MY GOD.

“Except this time…” she whispered shyly, “…can you come in my mouth?”

I was hard and ready to go again in ten seconds flat.
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I woke up the next morning to sunlight pouring in through the windows. 

My head was pounding, though not nearly as bad as it usually did when I woke up in the gutter. After all, I hadn’t been drinking nonstop for the last 12 hours.

Just having sex nonstop.

A slight panic gripped me, and I looked over next to me in bed – 

Meera wasn’t there.

Thank God.

She’d gotten all cuddly towards the end, which had been a little awkward. The sex was a lot of fun, but I wasn’t into playing boyfriend.

It reminded me too much of Alaria, whom I did enjoy cuddling with. And I didn’t want to be reminded.

Alaria.

Shit.

First I felt on overwhelming wave of sadness. That turned into guilt about everything I’d done last night – until I caught myself.

She always wanted me to sleep with other women. Well, mission accomplished.

Besides, SHE broke up with ME.

Fuck that bitch.

Besides, last night had been fun.

…mostly.

Meera was a little… out there. Crazy kinky, with an emphasis on the crazy. 

Eluun’s lecture in the Temple of Pleasure had definitely come in handy, otherwise I might have freaked out a little.

I like sex as much as the next guy, but when you start getting into choking, ass play, and spanking on the first date… 

It was a little weird.

I definitely wouldn’t have expected that from a regular girl, much less an angel. 

What was that I’d said about myself the other night?

Still waters run deep.

Ha.

If I was the bottom of a lake, then Meera was the Marianas Trench.

If I hadn’t been so exhausted when we quit, I would have left… but instead I’d drifted off to sleep.

I lifted my aching head to see exactly where the hell I was, and found I was in Meera’s circular bed. Except there were silk toga belts tied to the bed frame and strewn across the rumpled sheets.

Did we use those?!

…oh yeah, we did…

I seemed to remember both tying her up…

…and then being tied down an hour later as she had her way with me. And not gently.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and immediately grimaced as my hangover doubled in intensity. I winced from the light, but at least it was diminished by the sheer, gauzy white curtains.

I got up, walked to the window, lifted the curtains away from the glass, and squinted out. 

Damn, what a view.

We were high enough that Exardus stretched out before me like a multitude of tiny white dollhouses and skyscrapers. To the left was the azure sea and the shipyards, and to the right were the slightly orange sand dunes that surrounded the city on all other sides.

I let go of the curtains and stumbled stiffly back over to the bed. I should probably go find Meera, get my clothes, and – 

Oh. There they were, lying neatly pressed in a pile on a chair by the door, along with my belt, boots, and scepter.

Well… that was thoughtful.

I got dressed as quickly as I could (which was pretty damn slow because of my hangover) and then opened the bedroom door. Maybe if she was busy doing something, I could just sneak out undetected – 

Nope.

She was sitting in a chair across from Stig on the couch (I refused to call it a chaise longue anymore, even in my head), and they were both staring at each other distrustfully.

Great.

Although damn if she wasn’t even hotter in the full light of day. Her skin was perfect white porcelain and her hair was like spun gold. Her toga was not only short enough to bare her long legs, it was just tight enough to reveal her killer curves as well.

It was a good thing she hadn’t been naked beside me in bed or I might not have ever made it out of the bedroom.

As soon as Meera saw me, she jumped up with a beatific smile. “Ian! Good morning!”

I winced at the loud sound and motioned with my hand like Hold it down. “Little quieter, please.”

“Oh,” she whispered as she ran over to me, “are you sick? Do you have a headache?”

“Just a hangover.”

“What is a hangover?” she asked, puzzled.

I stared at her – and then realized, Oh yeah, she’s a friggin’ angel.

“It’s a headache from drinking too much the night before.”

“Ohhhh,” she said, then put on a prim and proper schoolmarm expression. “Yes, no more alcohol for you.”

“Yeah, right.”

She grinned and threw her arms around me in a hug, which jarred my swollen, aching head.

“Gentle,” I groaned.

“Oh – I am sorry.” She eased up but nestled her head against my chest and giggled. “I missed you this morning. You are a sleepyhead!”

Uh oh.

The feeling of her breasts smushed up against me was more than welcome, but the ‘crazy girlfriend’ vibe definitely wasn’t.

I gingerly patted her on the back and looked over her shoulder at Stig. 

He wore an expression like, Can we PLEASE just LEAVE already?!


I nodded at him like Hang on just a second.

“Yeah, uh… well…” I mumbled. “Um, last night was great and all… but we should probably get going.”

She pulled back and gave me an inquisitive smile. “Oh – where are we going?”

“Not… ‘we’ like you and me. Stig and I have to be going.”

Her smile fell. “What? But I’m having the servants send up breakfast.”

“Oh…”

That sounded good right about now – I was hungry, despite my hangover – but Stig vehemently shook his head ‘no.’

He was probably right. It would have been cool to hang out in the penthouse for a while longer, but I was starting to get the distinct impression that I was a fly in the ‘boyfriend trap’ web.

Best to make a clean break and get the hell out of here.

“That’s really nice of you, but we still need to get going,” I said.

“Why?” she asked, like a three-year-old not getting the hint.

“…why?” I repeated, my brain fumbling clumsily for a reason that wouldn’t piss her off. It latched onto the most pressing one. “Because we have to make a bunch of gold to pay off Jabba the Hutt.”

She frowned. “Who is Jabba the Hutt?”

“…never mind. I just owe somebody a lot of money, and we need to figure out a way to pay him.”

“Oh, I can give you money!” she said brightly, and reached for the tiny silk purse hanging at her belt.

I put my hand her arm to stop her. “That’s really nice, but no.”

“Why not? You need it to pay off Jabba the Hutt!”

“Varkus the Goblin, actually.”

She frowned. “I do not know this person.”

Yeah, I doubt an angel would know the name of a mob boss.

“Look, you’ve done enough for me already. I can’t take your money.”

“But I want to help,” she pleaded.

“Unless you have 4000 gold, it’s not going to help much.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s how much you need?”

“Yes.”

She shrugged. “I could give you 600.”

WHOA.

Stig lost his impatient Can we get out of here? look and transitioned to a more Oh ho, what have we HERE? expression as he jumped down off the couch and drew closer.

Meera continued, “In a couple of weeks I will get my monthly allowance, and I could give you another thousand – and then more a month after that.”

“Who gives you an allowance?”

She blushed. “You remember how I was banished from Silaros?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, the All-Father did not wish me to suffer, so I am afforded this apartment and a stipend by the temple.”

Jesus.

If they would have given me a penthouse and 1000 gold a month, I would have definitely started going to church.

But it was the ‘couple of weeks’ part that gave me pause. Although the idea of all that sex sounded good, I didn’t know if I could take Meera for that long. Too damn straight-and-narrow.

Well… outside the bedroom, anyway.

Plus, it just wasn’t right for me to take the girl’s money. Not when I didn’t really want to be with her.

“Look, that’s very kind of you, but I just can’t do that,” I said.

Stig threw out his arms like What are you DOING, you IDIOT?!

Meera pouted, then quickly recovered. “Well, if you want to make money, why do you not simply raid the dungeon at the Tomb of Tharos?”

“There’s a dungeon near here?” I asked, surprised. 

This was the first I was hearing of it. Then again, I’d never been to Exardus before.

“Yes, in the dunes beyond the city. There are many adventurers who gather there and go inside to find money and treasure.”

Hot DAMN. This might just be my ticket out of this Varkus mess. 

Dungeons were scattered throughout OtherWorld, and ranged from the small and simple to the elaborately complex. Unlike in other games where you could get magically transported to dungeons as spots became available, you had to physically travel to ones here. 

The good thing about dungeons in OtherWorld was that they scaled their difficulty according to the abilities of the player. In other words, Level 5 players could run a dungeon, and then ten minutes later a group of Level 90 players could run the exact same dungeon, and the computer would adjust the difficulty and hit points of the enemies accordingly.

The higher the level of the player, the better the loot that dungeon creatures dropped when you killed them. Not just money, but armor and magical artifacts that added to your stats (and which could also be sold to pay off greedy, loansharking, ship-building mob bosses).

Which meant that I could grind the dungeon repeatedly and make enough to pay off Varkus on a week-by-week basis.

The bad thing about dungeons was that you needed five people to enter: a tank, a healer, and three damage dealers. For the uninitiated, those are just roles that people played, not classifications like ‘Warlock’ or ‘Mage.’ The heavily armored tank would engage enemies and draw the monsters’ aggro (basically their aggression/attention). The damage dealers would do just that – inflict damage on the monsters. And the healer’s job was to keep everybody alive, especially the tank. 

The roles weren’t set in stone. Healers could inflict damage. Damage dealers could tank if need be, if they had enough hit points and armor. And if they were something like a Paladin or Druid and had magical abilities, tanks could also heal. 

But usually people assumed a role according to their expertise and stuck to their lane. You needed all five players working together as a unit to survive. 

Well, technically you could enter a dungeon with fewer than five people by checking off a box in your menu options, but things got exponentially harder if you did, and not just because you were missing a person or two. It was generally accepted that the game deliberately screwed with teams who went in with fewer than five players. Healers’ spells became suspiciously less effective. Damage dealers would only inflict 75% of their normal damage. Monsters were deadlier and more resilient than their stats would lead you to believe. 

Only the hardest of the hardcore ever went into a dungeon with fewer than five people, and only for the challenge and bragging rights, because the loot drops didn’t get any better.

It made sense. OtherWorld wanted to promote interaction between gamers and cooperative play, so it incentivized going out and meeting new players. After all, if everybody could run a dungeon solo and get all the loot for themselves, then a lot of people would do just that.

Another bad thing about dungeons was all players in a group had to be within a ten-point band of experience. So five people from Level 15 to 24 could get in as a group, but if you only had four, then you were out of luck until you found a fifth. 

That made sense, too. The dungeon adapted to the difficulty level of the average of all the players, so you didn’t want four Level 5’s going in with a Level 100 player and having him one-shot all the Level 24 monsters. 

For one, what the hell kind of fun would that be? After the first ‘shooting fish in a barrel’ romp, it would be boring as hell.

For another, dungeons would just be gold-spewing ATMs – easy loot for no work. It would mean a Level 14 Warlock who owed massive amounts of gold to gangsters could just stroll through a dungeon with a high-leveled player and pick coins off the ground at will, allowing said Level 14 Warlock to easily extricate himself from his potentially life-threatening predicament. 

And that would make life too damn easy, and we couldn’t have that.


OH no.

The 5-person/10-level rule was one reason that friends gamed in a group. If you had five people at the same level questing together, they could automatically enter any dungeon they wanted. They could also level up at the same time, so dungeons could be matched more exactly to their playing level. After all, a Level 15 player who’s dungeon diving with four Level 24’s is going to have a hell of a rough time, because the average monster is going to be a Level 22. And a Level 50 player who goes in with four 41’s is probably in for a pretty boring raid.

But the 5-10 rule wasn’t a hindrance to solo adventurers, just mildly inconvenient. There were always dozens of different-level players hanging around outside dungeons, so you just had to wait around long enough until people near your Level showed up. The computer actually helped you out by alerting you to players in your vicinity who needed folks to round out their five-person roster.

I figured I could get inside the dungeon numerous times a day and only have to wait 30 minutes at most between sessions.

Nice.

“Well, that’s good news,” I told Meera – and it was. I was the happiest I’d been since I woke up.

“I will go with you,” she offered excitedly.

“No offense, but if you couldn’t fight off three demons last night, I don’t think you’re going to be much help in a dungeon.”

Meera became indignant. “I am not allowed to take my sword into the temple, so I left it at home. Otherwise I would have made short work of those demons.”

I’ll admit it: I entered Condescending Mode. “Yeah, that’s nice you’ve got a butter knife or something, but – ”

She pulled out a sword handle from the folds of her robes. It was a golden hilt with an elaborately carved guard, grip, and pommel – but no blade. I was about to make a joke about her not even having a butter knife when she activated the sword.

FWOOOOSH.

A three-foot-long blade of crackling flames shot out from the handle, just like a lightsaber. Well, a fiery lightsaber wielded by an angel instead of a Jedi.

Stig jumped back about three feet and trembled all over.

“…holy shit…” I muttered as I stared at the blazing sword. “Okay, I guess we’re going dungeon diving, then…”

“Yaaaaay!” Meera cheered.

“Softer,” I winced at the noise, holding my forehead.

“Sorry,” she whispered as she retracted the fiery blade.

FWOOOSH!

Then she put the hilt back in her toga, wherever she kept it hidden.

“When do we leave?” she asked eagerly.

“We should eat breakfast first, but we’ll go after that.”

She clapped softly but rapidly, like a sorority girl in church who’s just been told she gets to do jello shots after the service. “Yaaaay! Will it just be the two of us?”

“No, Stig’s coming, too.”

“Yay,” Stig grunted, the polar opposite of excitement.

“Booooo,” Meera said petulantly, and stuck out her tongue at Stig. Not ironically, either. Like a five-year-old.

Jesus. What have I gotten myself into?

“So it will just be the three of us?” she asked.

Alaria and Dorp popped into my head for a second.

Thinking about Alaria made me sad, and thinking about Dorp made me feel ashamed – but I crammed my feelings back down into the darkness. 

“No, actually, we’ll need three other players who…”

I trailed off as the entire plan came crashing down under the weight of reality.

“Oh man,” I groaned. “It won’t work.”

“What?!” Meera asked in alarm. “Why not?!”

The problem was, dungeons admitted five players. As in real-world gamers. Meera was an NPC. There was no way the dungeon would allow her inside with the rest of us.

But how was I supposed to explain that to her?

“Have you ever been in a dungeon before?” I asked.

“No,” she admitted.

“Well, it’s a rule that dungeons have. Only adventurers are allowed inside.”

She bristled. “I can be an adventurer!”

“I’m sure you could, and I’m sure you would be great at it, but… it’s just not going to happen.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Life’s not fair.”

Boy, didn’t I know THAT one. Ask one teensy favor from a game programmer and your entire world goes to shit.

“I’m sure if we talked to someone in authority, I could go in with you,” she pleaded.

“It doesn’t work like that.”

“I could have the priest offer burnt offerings to Yanok,” she said hopefully.

“Yeeaaah, no. That’s not going to work. Besides, there’s another problem.”

“What?”

“If you die in battle, do you come back to life?”

She frowned. “What an odd question.”

“It’s important. Do you?”

“I have never died before.”

“Well, would you if you did?”

“No – not until the Final Day, when the All-Father raises those who are loyal and faithful to him.”

“Well, unless the Final Day happens every couple of hours, then that’s no good.”

“Why not?”

“Because people typically die a lot in dungeons, so, uh…”

How to explain this?

“…so only adventurers with the ability to resurrect themselves can go inside.”

She stared at me in awe. “You can resurrect yourself?!”

“Yes.”

“That is truly amazing!”

“Uh, yeah… it comes in handy.”

She thought for a second. “I am a skilled warrior. I do not believe I would die.”

“We’re still not risking it. Besides, I told you, only adventurers can go inside.”

She stomped her tiny, strappy-ballet-sandaled foot and whined, “But I want to go too!” 

Jesus she could be annoying.

“I don’t make the rules. The dungeon does.”

“Hmph,” she pouted, though the fact that there were Rules That Must Be Obeyed seemed to convince her. 

Serving a Heavenly All-Father who would cast you out of heaven for stupid shit like ‘impure thoughts’ probably had something to do with the mindless acquiescence to The Rules. 

She cast a distasteful glance down at Stig. “So the imp has to stay outside with me?”

Uh oh.

“Uh… no, he’s coming with me.”

Meera’s eyes bugged out. “WHAT?!”

“Yeah.”

“But it will die!”

“Yeah, but he can come back to life.”

She stared at Stig like she couldn’t believe it. “The IMP can resurrect itself?!”

“Well, not on his own, but I can resurrect him.”

“How?!”

“I’m a Warlock. That’s what I do.”

Meera stared at me in horror and indignation. “Why would you resurrect IT and not ME?!”

“Because HE was my slave once upon a time, so he’s bound to me and can do anything I can do.”

“Yay,” Stig grumbled again, completely not on board.

“I could be your slave, too!” Meera said excitedly.

I frowned. “That’s not how it works. It’s only good for demons, not angels.”

“No, I have heard of such things! Special collars that can be placed on anyone! There are stories of warlocks who enslaved angels in the past…”

She got a look in her eyes, and her breasts began to rise and fall a little faster. 

“…and then whipped them… and took advantage of them… and made them do all sorts of horrible, naughty things…”

She licked her lips unconsciously. Not because she was trying to be seductive, but because she was turned on.

“If I were your slave, could you resurrect me?” she asked, her eyes just as doe-like and innocently lustful as last night.

Okay, this is getting weird.

“I don’t know, but even if I could, you wouldn’t want to be a slave.”

“Yes I would,” she insisted.

“No you wouldn’t. It’s dehumanizing.”

“That’s alright,” she chirped. “I’m not a human, I’m an angel.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I meant. I know a woman who was a slave – ”

Suddenly my heart felt like it might break.

Alaria.

Meera waited for me to continue. When I didn’t, she prompted, “Who was she?”

“Never mind. The point is, she had lots of bad things done to her by her former masters.”

“…like what?” Meera asked breathily.

I swear to God, her nipples were hard beneath her toga.

Which was getting me hard.

“NO!” I shouted, then immediately regretted it as my head throbbed. “You think you’d like it, but – what if a giant orc enslaved you? Huh? Or better yet, what if a demon made you his slave?”

Meera looked down at Stig like he’d let out a wet fart. Obviously, being enslaved to a demon was one of the last things she would ever want. Quite possibly the literal last thing, even further down the list than dying and going to hell.

Then she looked back at me and her face softened. “But… I like you. I would willingly be your slave.”

Whoa.

My chubby got a bit chubbier.

After all of Alaria’s hatred towards her ex-masters, it was a little shocking to hear from somebody who actually fantasized about that sort of thing.

On the other hand, I guess that really was the heart of a good… whatever it was Meera wanted. A dom and sub relationship, I guess?

Alaria was not submissive, that much was for sure.

But Meera was… and she liked it.

Still, though. Even if it were possible, the thought of enslaving her turned my stomach.

“I don’t do that anymore,” I said. “Take Stig, for example. I took his collar off.”

“I don’t mind wearing one,” she said eagerly.

“If you wear the collar, you’re not free.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You don’t understa– ”

“I really really REALLY don’t mind,” she interrupted, her bosom heaving beneath her toga.

“I think she wants to be your slave, boss,” Stig said.

Thanks, Captain Obvious.

Meera nodded eagerly. “Yes. I would enjoy that greatly.”

I thought about it for a second. If she was right – if it actually was possible to enslave her – then that meant that I could take her into the dungeon with me and resurrect her if she died.

Which might be a good idea if I wanted to grind as much as possible and make enough gold to pay back Varkus.

“Well… if we do it… and I’m not saying we will… we’d only do it so I could take you into the dungeon with me.”

“And at night,” she whispered, her eyes wide.

“No, just for the – ”

“Especially at night,” she murmured, her voice low and throaty with desire.

O-kaaaay…

I glanced over at Stig to see what he thought about all this.

Stig looked at her and shook his head. 

“Bitches be crazy,” he muttered under his breath.

I was going to say You can say that again, but I knew how it would turn out, so I just looked back at Meera. “Okay, assuming we do this, how do we do it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?!”

“I am an angel, not a warlock,” she said defensively.

I groaned. “So all those stories were just stories?! We went around in a circle arguing for five minutes for nothing?!”

“Isn’t there someone you could ask? Some kind of mentor or trainer?”

I stopped and stared at her, goggle-eyed.

Of course.

I would have slapped myself on the forehead if it wouldn’t have made my hangover worse.

A trainer. Sort of like the old witch who had first inducted me into the Warlock class, and given me the book and collar that had summoned Stig.

The trainer would probably have the answers I needed.

A quest window popped up:

 

We’re Off To See The Warlock,

The Wonderful Warlock of Odd(balls)!

Go see a Warlock trainer to confirm or refute Meera’s story.

100 XP

 

“Alright, then,” I said. “I guess we’re going to find out.”
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After eating a tasty breakfast of smoked meat, freshly baked bread, and cheese, we set out towards the center of the city.

“Stick close,” I said to Meera. “And have your sword ready, just to be on the safe side. But for God’s sake, don’t attack anybody unless they attack you first.”

“Why would I attack anyone?”

“Because we’re going to be seeing a lot of demons.”

Her eyes widened, her jaw clenched, and I saw her reach for her sword hilt.

“We’re not even there yet and you’re pulling this shit?!” I snapped. “THAT’S why you’re not going to be my slave!”

Chastened, Meera bowed her head and whispered, “I’m sorry. I’ll be good.”

A couple of prosperous Exardus citizens passing by heard my whole ‘slave’ rant and gave me some serious stink-eye.

“Disgraceful,” a particularly rotund one sniffed with his nose in the air.

“FUCK OFF!” I shouted, then immediately wished I hadn’t as my hangover reasserted itself.

“Fuckoff, fuckoff, fuckoff!” Stig chanted, sounding a little like a clucking chicken: bruk, bruk, brukoffff!


The whole time he was poking his OK symbol with his finger.

fwap fwap fwap fwap fwap

The portly fellow’s eyes bugged wide and he hightailed it out of there.

We finally got to the underside of the bridge that housed the tunnel down to the Underneath. There were several shady characters lounging about the entrance, and they all eyed Meera with a combination of hatred and distrust.

“What’s she doing here?” a troll asked. He looked like all trolls in OtherWorld: a grotesquely stretched-out face, twice the length of a human head. Long, hooked nose. Severe underbite. Yellowish skin. Tall with a stooped posture. Gangly arms with oversized hands. Long torso and stubby legs.

Uuuuuu-GLY.

“She’s with me,” I answered.

“What are you doing here?” he asked me suspiciously.

“I’m a Warlock, dumbass,” I snapped. “Mind your own business.”

Maybe that was the wrong tack. 

The troll narrowed his eyes, and his hand began inching towards the knife on his belt.

Not to mention the orc, dwarf, and junkie elf all sitting under the bridge started reaching for their weapons, too.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Meera’s hand creeping towards her toga.

“Not yet,” I whispered harshly, then turned back to the troll. “Look, we’re – ”

FWOOOSH.

Meera drew her sword and ignited the blade, illuminating the shadows all around us.

The troll, elf, orc, and dwarf all drew their weapons simultaneously.

“God DAMN it!” I snarled, wincing as my hangover flared up, and prepared to cast Doomsday – 

Suddenly the underside of the bridge rang out with the voice of Samuel L. Jackson as filtered through a muppet.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig roared at Meera, then looked at me. “TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

Everybody under the bridge froze: me, Meera, and the four derelicts.

“WELL?!” Stig shouted.

I turned to Meera. “Chill,” I whispered. “And put out that sword.”

She got all huffy. “I will not be dictated to by a demon.”

“Then you’re not going to be my slave,” I snapped.

She got a mournful and conflicted look on her face, then extinguished the blade.

FWOOSH.

The troll, orc, dwarf, and elf looked around at each other in confusion. I’m sure this was a sight they never thought they would see: an angel and a warlock following the instructions of a lowly imp.

Stig nodded with smug satisfaction, then announced to everyone, “They’re with me.”

 “Oh,” the troll said, confused. “Strange company you keep.”

“Yup,” Stig agreed.

“You should tell them not to be so Dvrak-damn stupid,” the orc snarled.

“Don’t be so STUPID,” Stig lectured me and Meera, obviously enjoying himself.

Meera tensed up. “I will not be – ”

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig roared.

“Shut UP,” I hissed at the angel.

Meera went silent, and the four derelicts all sheathed their weapons.

“See ya!” Stig said happily to the troll as he waddled into the tunnel.

The troll just nodded at Stig, then watched me and Meera suspiciously as we followed him inside.

“That was exactly what I was talking about,” I snarled at Meera. “You can’t be pulling that shit in here or you’re going to get us all killed.”

“I am sorry. Please do not be angry with me,” she said, and she meant it. There was no sarcasm or annoyance like with Alaria. Meera was 100% sincere.

Which – after weeks of being around Alaria – felt really strange.

“Just don’t do it again unless I tell you to,” I growled. “Understood?”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes cast down in shame.

I sighed and turned around. “Thanks, Stig.”

“You owe me, boss.”

“That I do.”

We walked past dozens of other inhabitants of the Underneath. Since it was early, most were passed out drunkenly on the ground, though all of the ones who were awake stared at Meera in outright confusion and hatred. In fact, a number of demons hissed as soon as they saw her, and hunched down like they were preparing to attack – 

“CHILL, BITCH! They’re with me,” Stig announced proudly as he jerked his thumb at his chest, then continued strutting on down the tunnel like nothing was amiss.

The demons would invariably stand down – but they would continue to stare at the angel, completely bewildered.

Meera stared back in disgusted wonder. For somebody who as recently as twelve hours before thought there was no crime in Exardus, I’m sure the Underneath was a real eye-opener. 

“By Telok’s wings, it stinks in here,” she complained.

“You’ll get used to it in a few minutes.”

“Why do they live like this?” she asked – loudly.

Several orcs and dark elves overheard her and snarled in our direction.

“Be quiet when you say things like that,” I hissed. 

“Why do they live like this?” she asked again in a whisper.

I looked over at the pimps and slave traders and cutthroats lurking in the shadows. I wanted to say Because the game designers programmed them this way, but that explanation wouldn’t exactly cut it – especially since her question was applicable to not just orcs and trolls, but humanity in the real world as well. 

“Well… some of them are outright evil, I guess. Actually, since they’re dehumanizing other people for money, I guess they’re all evil to some degree or another. Or maybe it’s that – ”

“I know they are evil, but how are they dehumanizing other people?” she asked as she pointed at the ground.

“What?” I asked, then realized who she was talking about: the drunks passed out in the shadows. “They aren’t evil – they’re just drunk and sleeping it off.”

“No, they are evil,” she repeated with self-righteous conviction.

I scowled at her. “I was drunk last night when I saved you. Does that make me evil?”

She looked like a baby who had been spanked for reasons it didn’t understand. “I – I did not mean you – ”

“No, of course you didn’t,” I sneered. “You just decided to use the same brush to paint everybody you don’t agree with.”

She looked down at her feet, sufficiently cowed. When she spoke again, her voice was far less judgmental and more curious. “Why do they do it, though?”

“Because they like it.”

“Why do they like it?”

“I don’t know – they just do.” Then I got a flash of inspiration. “This is just them acting out their impure thoughts.”

“Ohhhhhhhh,” she murmured, and from that point onward she seemed to have less of a stick up her ass.

I spotted a nearby guard – an orc with a horned helmet and a spear. I use the term ‘guard’ loosely, since he definitely wasn’t there to keep the peace. During my weeklong drunken bender, I had never once seen a guard step in to stop a single brawl or crime, even when somebody was getting their head curb-stomped for sport. Basically the guards were just there to answer players’ questions – like mine.

“Where’s the Warlock trainer?”

The orc gruffly gave me directions, and we continued on down the street until we found a dingy hellhole of a shop on the uppermost level of the Underneath. 

I had seen it before during my week of carousing, but I’d never paid it any mind because I had no idea what was inside. There was no sign or lettering, just a cracked wooden door in a slimy brick wall.

When I opened the door, the first thing I noticed was the light tinkle tinkle of a bell announcing our presence to the shop owner. It sounded so normal, so everyday, so much like the bell on any mom and pop store back in the real world, that I was lulled into a false sense of normalcy.

However, everything on the other side of the threshold was the opposite of normal.

It was a cramped, windowless space, with every available inch of wall covered by wooden shelves that stretched to the brick ceiling. That wasn’t the abnormal part; it was what was on the shelves that was abnormal.

Taxidermied demon heads. Withered, clawed hands. Jars of finger bones and teeth. Necklaces made of tiny skulls no bigger than grapes. Jars of formaldehyde filled with what looked like the intestinal tracks of small animals. A birdcage hanging from the ceiling that contained a foot-long centipede creeping endlessly across the metal bars.

Over on the right side of the shop was a countertop made of glass and gnarled wood. Inside the display case were various amulets, charms, wands, and scepters. On top of the counter stood a foot-tall creature that looked like a cross between a praying mantis and a grey alien. Its fleshy head swiveled slightly above its hooked arms, and it watched us with black, soulless eyes.

“Jesus,” I said in astonished horror.

“Is he in here?” Meera asked.

“I don’t think so…”

“Noooo, he issss definitely not,” a ghastly voice lisped.

I stepped back in alarm as a figure rose up from behind the counter. 

It was a dead guy.

Not a regular human who had died, mind you. No, it was a Revenant, one of the various races you could play in OtherWorld. Basically one of the undead, but without a vampire’s taste for blood or a zombie’s lust for brains.

He had human features, but his skin had withered into something resembling a grey prune. He had no nose or ears; they must have rotted off at some point. His blank eyes glowed yellow, and his wrinkled upper and lower lips looked a lot like Thanos’ chin in Avengers: Infinity War.

He was wearing a black robe that covered everything but his hands, which looked like they had turned into grey beef jerky. He also wore a medieval black cap on his head with two straps hanging down on either side of his face. He looked like a monk from the Dark Ages had gotten locked away in a crypt, died, and then come back to life 700 years later.

Before I could say anything, the dead guy pointed one bony finger at Meera and sneered, “We don’t sssserve her kind! What in the Abysssss isss she doing here?”

“She’s with me,” Stig announced proudly, then turned and barked at Meera. “CHILL, BITCH!”

“Would you tell him to stop saying that?” Meera snapped at me.

I ignored her and instead focused on Undead Mr. Burns. “Are you the Warlock trainer?”

“Yessss I am, assss well assss a purveyor of all thingssss sssssupernatural.”

“Do you have any sort of collars that can bind an angel to me, like it would a demon?”

The undead guy smiled unpleasantly at Meera. “Why yessss, I do.”

He held up both hands in the air above his head. I was expecting lightning and fire and demonic voices – maybe recitations from some arcane ritual – 

But instead he turned, reached up to one of the shelves behind him, and slapped an object down on the glass counter.

“There you go,” the dead guy said.

It was a collar – and a very simple one, at that. Basically just a black leather strap with a metal button clasp on one end. 

“How much?” I asked.

“Five hundred.”

“Five hundred GOLD?!” I choked.

“Well, if you don’t want it – ” he said snootily, and started to sweep it off the counter.

“Hold on, hold on,” I snapped. “What does it do?”

“The Collar of Gorbolik issss reusssable, and can bind any sssssentient humanoid to you – angel, human, demon, orc, elf, it doesssss not matter. It can be removed and replaced at will on unlimited ssssubjectssss for an unlimited number of timesssss.”

“If the person wearing it dies, can I summon them back to life?”

“Of courssse.”

“Will they still be alive after I take it off?”

“Absssssolutely.”

“And I can perform Self-Sacrifice to replenish their Health?”

“Yessss. While they wear the collar, all normal Warlock powersss apply.”

“Can an enemy remove the collar and enslave the person?”

“No, that isssss one benefit the Collar of Gorbolik hassss over regular collarssss – it can only be removed by the warlock who bindssss it in the firsssst place.”

Meera leaned forward and asked a bit too enthusiastically, “And the person wearing it has to do everything the Warlock says, no matter how naughty?”

The dead guy leaned back as though he were slightly alarmed. “Um… yessss. But you know, if you want to do that sssssort of thing, you can jussssst… do it.”

“Oh, no. No, that’s no good.” She prodded the collar with one finger. “Do you have it in a prettier color? Maybe pink?”

The dead guy looked at me like Is she serious?

I shrugged.

“No, I do not have it in a ‘prettier color,’” the dead guy said snidely.

“Could you please check?” Meera said, and looked around the shop disdainfully. “Maybe you misplaced one – ”

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig shouted from the floor.

Meera glared at him, then cast her eyes down at the floor when I frowned at her.

The dead guy watched the whole interaction with a look of bewilderment. I guess he’d never seen an imp boss around an angel and a warlock, either. 

“I can assure you, thissss is the only one I have, and issss the only one of itssss kind in Exardussss.”

I turned to Meera. “Can you buy the collar for me and I’ll pay you back?”

“Of course,” she said as she fished out five 100-gold pieces from her purse and clinked them down on the counter. “But you don’t have to pay me back.”

“No, I will.”

She gave me a huge smile and whispered loudly, “Pay me back tonight.”

“Ew,” the dead guy said, which was ironic coming from somebody who looked as gruesome as he did.

“Alright… so how do I use it?” I asked as I looked at the collar. “Do I have to use my Warlock spell book? Is there an incantation?”

“It’ssss very complicated,” the dead guy warned as he pocketed his money. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah…” I said with a little trepidation.

“Pick it up.”

I picked it up.

“Put it around her neck.”

I put it around her neck

“Fasssssten it.”

I put the metal button over the clasp and pushed. Click!

The collar magically shrunk down to Meera’s neck – a perfect fit.

“There you go,” the dead guy said.

I stared at him. “That’s it?”

“That’ssssss it,” he smirked.

Smartass.

I quickly checked my menu bar.

Holy shit, there she was – a little icon of Meera on my action bar.

Right next to Alaria and Dorp.

My heart ached, and I quickly dismissed the menu.

“If this doesn’t work, and she dies, I’m coming back here and gutting you like a fish,” I warned.

The dead guy pulled his robes apart like the curtains on a puppet theater, revealing a grey, boney chest – and nothing below the ribcage but his spine. I had no idea what the lower parts of him looked like because the rest was hidden by the counter.

“Ew,” Stig said, which was basically Meera and my reaction, too.

“I have no gutsssss,” the trainer said, “but I sssstand by everything I sssssell. You’re free to decapitate me if it doessss not work asssss promissssed.”

I had to admit, that was a pretty damn good guarantee.

“Issss there anything elsssse I can help you with?” the dead guy asked.

“Yeah, actually there is… I want some information. Warlock-type information.”

“Alright, I’ll throw it in for free with the collar.”

“How generous of you,” I said sardonically. For 500 gold, he should have been giving me the Meaning of Life. “Anyway, I’ve noticed a lot of demons in the Underneath.”

“How perssssseptive of you,” the dead guy said drily.

Asshole.

Although I guess he was just throwing my own ‘How generous of you’ snarkiness back in my face.

I glowered at him and asked, “They seem a lot nastier than the demons I’ve run across before.”

“Well, if the other demonsss were onesss you enssslaved, then that makessss sssenssse.”

“Not just ones I ensss… uh, enslaved. They were other demons that I freed but who didn’t belong to me.”

“Typically, demonssss who have been ensssslaved and then freed tend to be more empathetic. They know what it isssss like to sssssuffer, and do not go out of their way to harm otherssss. Generally, that isssss. Ssssome become even more enraged and vindictive.” 

The dead guy looked down at Stig, who was poking around in a wicker basket full of odds and ends – voodoo dolls and glass vials full of eyeballs.

“He is yoursssss? Or wassss formerly?”

“Yeah.”

“You freed him, then?”

“Yes.”

“Curioussssss… why a collar for the angel, but none for the imp?” The dead guy grimaced. “Other than your nocturnal activitiessssss.”

I glared at him. “We’re going to go run the dungeon, and I need to be able to make sure I can bring her back to life if she dies.”

“Ah. Clever.” The dead guy looked down at Stig again. “He mussssst truly like you.”

“Why’s that?”

“He’ssssss sssstill walking around with you.”

Stig looked up and shrugged. “He’s alright.”

“I’m sure,” the dead guy chuckled, then turned to me. “Issss there anything elsssse?”

“Do you have anything else you can train me in?”

“Do you have any more gold?”

Meera was about to answer him, but I cut her off. “No.”

“Then no, I don’t.”

Asssssssshole.

“But come back any time you have more gold to sssspend,” the dead guy said, then leered. “And enjoy the Collar of Gorbolik tonight.”

I protested, “It’s not for toni– ”

“OH, we WILL,” Meera beamed.

I sighed and just pushed her out of the shop as the dead guy snickered behind us.

“Sssss, ssss, sssssss…”

Once we got outside the Underneath, we found an isolated alleyway away from everyone. It was funny – even the alleys in Exardus were white and gleaming and squeaky clean.

“Are you ready?” I asked Meera. “This isn’t going to be pleasant, but we need to test it.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

As Stig stood by and watched, I hit Meera with Soul Suck twice and drained about a fourth of her Health. Throughout it all she tried to keep a straight face, though I could tell by her wincing that it hurt.

Then I used Self-Sacrifice and poured Health back into her.

“It works!” she cried out happily as the blue light from my hand engulfed her and her hit points crept back up to full.

“The basics do, anyway,” I said, although I was actually impressed. It seemed our 500 gold had been well-spent.

“What about resurrecting me?”

“Let’s not try that until it’s absolutely necessary. So do your best to stay alive in the dungeon, okay?”

She nodded, then said eagerly, “Shall we go there now?”

“I need to make a stop on the way.”

“To do what?”

“Get something to drink.”

Meera nodded. “Water is a good idea.”

“No, that’s not what I’m going to get.”

She looked scandalized. “Alcohol?! Is that a good idea?”

“It’s a very good idea. I need something to take the edge off.”

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t think that you should – ”

“I don’t want to hear another word about it,” I snapped.

The collar around her neck glowed faintly, and Meera’s mouth snapped shut. She looked damned shocked as it happened.

“Oh ho,” I said, pleasantly surprised. “I forgot there were side benefits.”

“I don’t think – ” she started.

“In fact, don’t say anything until we get to the dungeon,” I ordered. “Just lead us there, and we’ll stop someplace on the way for the booze.”

The collar glowed again, and Meera stopped talking. She looked furious, but turned and walked out of the alley.

“Not nice, boss,” Stig muttered as we followed her.

“Would you rather listen to her complain for the next 30 minutes? ‘Cause I can make that happen if you like.”

Stig reconsidered. 

“Never mind,” he finally agreed.

“Best damn purchase I’ve ever made,” I grinned as I walked behind Meera. 

Even if it was with someone else’s money.
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We stopped at a small inn and I got a bottle of expensive spiced rum. The first sip was like nectar of the gods.

Best of all, Meera paid for it. She didn’t want to, but I ordered her.

For the first time, I was enjoying having a slave.

“See? Not so much fun having a collar on, is it?” I asked. She started to complain and I added, “Don’t answer that.”

The collar glowed and she just glared at me in silence.

“Don’t worry,” I teased her, “we can take it off after the dungeon so you don’t have to wear it tonight.”

Her eyes opened wide. She shook her head vigorously and waved her hands like, No, no, it’s fine!

Oddly enough, Stig didn’t want anything to drink.

“You sure?” I asked him in surprise.

“Yes,” he said, though he shook his head ‘no.’ 

Ah, Stig’s lie detector. He really wanted the bottle, but he was trying to be good and babysit me.

“Get Stig a bottle, too,” I ordered Meera. “In fact, get several. I can always use a couple of spares.”

She looked furious, but she paid for three more.

Stig looked nervous as I held one out towards him.

“…n-no…” he muttered, though he eyed the bottle thirstily.

“I’ll save it for you for later,” I said, and slipped the three unopened bottles into my bag. “Let’s go.”

I drank on the way, taking a long swig every so often. As the rum kicked in I started to get some relief from the hangover. My headache disappeared and was replaced by a nice, mellow buzz.

Having to suffer Meera’s disapproving looks was annoying, but I didn’t feel like commanding her to smile the entire time. Even though it was kind of fun ordering her not to talk, enslaving her had been bad enough; I didn’t want to micromanage her facial expressions, too. That would have been another whole level of creepy. Stepford Wives kind of creepy.

Five minutes later we reached the outskirts of Exardus and passed through the southern gates.

It was a different world outside the city walls. Orange-tinted sand dunes stretched off into the distance as far as the eye could see, with not a speck of plant life anywhere. At least the temperature was moderate – no Saharan sun beating down on us here.

We followed a stone path half-covered with sand. Twenty minutes later we reached the crest of a giant dune and found ourselves gazing down at the Tomb of Tharos.

Unlike most other dungeons, this one was open-air and aboveground – a gigantic labyrinth of sandstone walls. I couldn’t see any details like creatures or bosses from this distance, but I stared at the structure and tried to imprint the general layout on my memory. Why? Because the first time you entered a dungeon, the game would only provide you a blank map. You had to explore for the map to gradually fill in.

The dungeon seemed to have one entrance, a pair of giant wooden doors. That was where all the players were congregating. Besides the 50-person long line, a couple hundred more were milling around outside the walls.

Past the wooden doors was a maze of sandstone walls. Beyond that were a series of large courtyards and a pyramid, then finally a colossal ziggurat at the other side of the compound. I would have bet anything that’s where we would find the final boss.

Stig started down the side of the dune towards the dungeon.

“Hold up,” I told him. “I need to check something out first.”

I pulled up my Character window and looked at my stats – something I hadn’t done since I’d killed Saykir in the Northern Wastes.

 

Level 14

 

Health 540

Mana 1490

Intellect 108

Stamina 88

Armor 43

 

Armor – Cloth

Necklace: Sign of Bartok +3 Intelligence

Shoulders: +3

Cloak of the Northern Wastes: +6 Armor, +10 Intelligence, +15 Stamina

Shirt: +3

Vest: +5

Bracers: +3

Pants: +5

Belt: +4, +3 Intelligence

Boots of the Yeti: +10 Armor, +12 Intelligence, +20 Stamina

Gloves: +4

Rings: +4 Intelligence, +6 Critical Strike

Trinkets: +7 Critical Strike, +5 Haste

 

Scepter of the Servant: 

+40 Intelligence

+20 Stamina

+10 Critical Strike

 

Critical Strike: 7.5%

Haste: 2%

 

Not a whole lot had changed. I had cashed in and received two quest items from the fishing village in the Northern Wastes before we set sail (thank you Wolfgang I’mma Do ‘Is Mo’s Art), but that was it. I’d received nothing from the frost elves except lots of sex, although obviously I would take threesomes and orgies any day over a fuckin’ cloak.

I hadn’t gotten any other artifacts or armor since our arrival in Exardus, although hopefully that would change today.

The one big thing that had happened when I reached Level 14, though, was that I’d gained Invisibility. From my little skirmish with the three demons who’d attacked Meera, I knew it wasn’t all that – although it could get me out of a potentially bad bind if I got swarmed by monsters in the dungeon.

I would also be able to summon another demon when I got to Level 15, so that was something to look forward to. Maybe this time I’d get one that didn’t sound like Eeyore had huffed a can of helium.

I involuntarily looked down at the action bar and saw Dorp – and Alaria right next to him.

Damn it.

I moved their icons to the pirate demon submenu so I wouldn’t have to see them staring at me all the time during battle. Because there were about to be a lot of battles coming up.

“Okay, let’s go,” I said, and we started down the dunes towards the dungeon.

As we got closer, the throngs of players outside the gates became visible in greater detail. There was every single race in all of OtherWorld, and every single fighting class. 

Warriors in plate armor. Druids, the hippies of the game with mystical Nature powers. Paladins, the holy knights of religious orders. Shamans, the poor man’s wizards who communed with spirits. Monks, who were more like Shaolin kung fu fighters than Friar Tuck (or Tony Shalhoub). Undead Rogues, elf Hunters, gnome Mages, dwarf Paladins, orcish Barbarians, goblin Warriors, troll Priests, and every permutation you could possibly think of.

And more were arriving every minute. Some on foot like me, Meera, and Stig, but most came riding in on mounts. Horses, camels, tigers, panthers, giant lizards, elephants, wooly mammoths, rhinos, unicorns, rams, bears, wolves, ostriches, giant scorpions and spiders – you name it, there was probably one out there.

The baddest-ass of all were the flying mounts. Gryphons, manticores, wyverns, oversized eagles, flaming phoenixes, giant bats, flying serpents, pegasuses, aerial manta rays, flying carpets – they came in almost as much variety as their land-based cousins.

I was itching to get my own. It would make travel a hell of a lot faster, that was for sure. I wouldn’t be able to get a flying mount until Level 40, but I wasn’t that far away from a regular land mount.

Level 20, here I come.

The cool thing about mounts was that you could make them vanish when you were finished riding, then magically summon them again as soon as you needed them. Otherwise the crowd outside the dungeon would have been double the size if all the mounts had to hang out with the players who owned them.

That was the other thing – all the humanoids outside the dungeon were human players in the real world. No NPCs, unless they were like Meera and Stig and were bound to Warlocks. 

The vast majority of players had their ID tags visible. ID tags were floating words above your head that told the rest of the world your name, your Level, and whether you were a tank, a healer, a DD (damage dealer), or were versatile and could do two of the three. I could only deal damage, so DD was my designation.

Normally the game automatically kept your ID tag off while you were questing because it interfered with the illusion of reality. After all, nobody in the real world went around with a glowing neon sign hovering over their heads. But in cases like this where you needed to be able to see people’s Levels in order to form a team, the game displayed them for all to see. 

While I was looking around for others who were close to my Level, someone tapped my shoulder. When I turned around, Meera gestured angrily at her mouth.

“Oh yeah… okay, you can talk now,” I said.

She immediately started blathering away. “We didn’t get this so that you could make me be quiet, we got it so that we could use it in the dungeon – and at night. So I really don’t appreciate – ”

“You know what? Shut up again.” I did jazz fingers in front of her face just for the hell of it. “The power of the collar compels you.”

Her mouth immediately snapped shut. I could see from her eyes that she was furious.

Ha haaaa – too bad, Chatty Kathy.

I was loving this.

She put her hands on her hips and glared at me.

I grinned. “Alright, you can talk again, but don’t be a bitch,” I warned.

When she started talking again, she was 100% nicer. She wasn’t exactly pleased with her situation, but she said everything in a softer tone and way more deferentially.

I wish I’d had been able to do that to some of my previous girlfriends.

Maybe it would’ve worked on Alaria, too, so she couldn’t break up with me.

My eyes moved to the action bar where her icon had been. Of course I had moved it, so she wasn’t there. I fought a powerful urge to check the submenu just so I could see her face.

Fuck her. Forget her. Moving on.

I took another swig of my rum and headed for the nearest dune. “Come on, let’s go sit down.”

“Don’t you want to find a group of likeminded adventurers?” Meera asked, confused.

“We’ll let them come to us.”

Mostly I just wanted to rest and have a drink in peace, but it turned out that my strategy worked. When we sat down on the base of the dune, we were isolated from everyone else – so we stood out. Instead of being one of hundreds of players milling around looking needy, I was the guy over by himself looking cool, calm, and mysterious. Who’s that guy over there? What’s his story? We got more than a few curious stares. 

Although if I’m going to be totally honest, it was probably the ultra-hot chick I was with. She was the best bait ever.

I got lucky right away when a group of four came walking over. The guys in the group were all trying to look at Meera without being obvious about it, though they were failing pathetically.

The group all fell within ten levels of me, which was good. 

The members were…

A male dwarf Paladin, Level 21. He would be the tank. He had a massive war hammer strapped to his back that looked like a bigger version of Thor’s Mjolnir from the Marvel movies.

A male Druid Ursan – basically a race of bear-like creatures that walked on two feet. Level 20 healer.

A female elf Mage in flowing orange and red robes – so probably a Fire Mage. Level 20.

And a Level 20 male gnome Rogue, who looked absolutely ridiculous. When was the last time you saw a two-foot-tall guy walking around in leather armor and a black bandana covering the lower half of his face, trying to be a badass midget?

Excuse me – ‘little person.’

The dwarf Paladin spoke first. He looked above my head and smirked. “Nice name.”

I frowned. Huh?

Then I glanced at their ID tags – Hodin, Jaxos, Therasia, Brak – and remembered that I was just plain ‘Ian.’

I was forced to use my own name for my job, but I didn’t feel like relaying that information. If I told them I worked in QC for Westek, there would be no end to the questions. What’s in the next update? Do you know any secret dungeons? Can you get me the secret artifact of Blah Blah Blah? 

So instead I said, “Well, we can’t all have cool names, Hodini.”

I said it like a Jawa in Star Wars says “Utinni!” (Sounds like Oooh TEEN eee.)

It’s something the little robed creatures bust out every once in a while, like a battle cry or something.

Yes, I know that’s super nerdy, but among a certain class of player (read: Star Wars geeks), they’d recognize it for what it was. And if they didn’t, fuck ‘em.

Apparently these were my people, because they all broke into grins – even the dwarf I’d just insulted.

“Nice,” he said. “I’m going to be tanking, and we’ve already got a healer and two double D’s.”

“Funny, she’s got two double D’s, too,” I said, gesturing at Meera.

All the guys in the group laughed. 

The female Fire Elf didn’t. She just gave me the stink-eye, and then cast some side-eye at my angel.

“What are double dees?” Meera asked, puzzled.

The guys laughed again.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said.

“Do I have double dees?” Stig asked.

This time the guys laughed uproariously. Even the elf cracked a smile.

“No, you most definitely do not,” I told the imp.

“You’re alright,” Hodin the dwarf said to me as he chuckled. 

The elf Fire Mage apparently wasn’t 100% on board, because she looked at the bottle in my hand. “A little early, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

“Chill, bitch!” Stig snapped, then turned to Hodin. “Tell that bitch to chill!”

All the guys howled with laughter. The female elf fumed.

“Be nice, Stig,” I said. 

No need to piss off a Fire Mage six Levels higher than you. Not unnecessarily, anyways.

“You’re a Warlock, aren’t you?” Jaxos the Druid Ursan asked. It was a little disconcerting hearing him speak – sort of like a CGI version of Smokey the Bear, but dressed up in funky leather armor with feathers and crystals hanging off it.

“Yup.”

“What are you doing hanging out with an angel?”

“The double D’s.”

All the guys laughed again. 

“Alright – you want in?” Hodin asked.

“You guys are all Level 20 or 21. Don’t you want a Level 29 player instead?”

If they had one overpowered member of the group, the monsters would be slightly harder to kill, but they would get the equivalent of a Babe Ruth in their lineup – a real homerun hitter.

“We already asked a couple of people in the upper 20’s, but they were all stuck-up assholes who wanted to go in with 35’s,” the Druid said.

“So now we’re scrapin’ the bottom of the barrel,” the gnome joked. At least I think he was joking.

“Well, good to know I was the first pick of the bad choices,” I said sardonically.

“You want in or not?” Hodin asked.

“Sure, as long as we all agree on one thing. I’m strictly in this for the money, so I’m looting every damn thing we come across. I don’t want anybody bitching at me when I take my time searching every single corpse.”

The dwarf looked at the others, and the guys all nodded. The female elf just shrugged noncommittally.

“Okay – we’re only in it for the XP and treasure,” Hodin said. “We’re not going to go chasing every little copper, but we can wait for you. Have you done the Tomb of Tharos before?”

“No. Have you?”

“Nope.”

New players go into a dungeon blind, with a map that’s completely greyed out and that only fills in as they explore. Players who have already completed a dungeon have an accurate map, and they know what dangers lurk around the next corner. So if you’re looking to get through a dungeon fast, players who have done it before are prized as guides.

The female elf muttered disapprovingly. “Maybe we should get somebody a little more experienced.”

She was getting on my goddamn nerves. 

“Live a little and take a fuckin’ chance,” I said sarcastically. “Besides, I can heal myself.”

I looked over at the Druid, who was the healer of the group. 

“I can pull life force from my enemies, so you can concentrate on healing the tank.” Then I addressed the group as a whole. “Plus you’re basically getting me, the imp, and the angel as a package deal.”

“Plus the double dees,” Stig added, and all the guys burst out laughing again.

Hodin glanced over at the elf. “Well?”

She shrugged and rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

“Alright, you’re in,” Hodin said cheerfully. “You ready?”

“Yeah,” I said as I corked my bottle of rum and put it in my bag. “Let’s do this.”

We walked over and joined the line leading to the wooden doors. Every three minutes or so the gates would creak open, a new group would enter, and the doors would BOOM! shut behind them.

Then the screaming would start.

The sound was purely to add to the atmosphere (and screw with our heads). In reality what happened was, once a group entered, they were inside their own ‘instance’ of the dungeon –a separate digital copy of it on a different server from everybody else. That way you didn’t run into 20 other groups trying to raid the dungeon at the same time. Also, you only had wait a couple of minutes for the doors to open instead of standing around for an hour while the other group finished.

The line moved quickly, and finally we got up to the doors. There was a spectral, translucent skeleton in robes on top of the wall who pointed down at us.

“Welcome to the Tomb of Tharos,” it croaked. “To enter this domain of death, you must be numbered five. Have you five members in your group?”

“Yes,” Hodin said.

“Then good luck. You will need it, mortals,” the skeleton said, and the wooden doors creaked open.

We walked through. Once we were on the other side, the doors slammed shut behind us.

I immediately glanced around. There was a small graveyard off to our left, just like in every dungeon. Headstones jutted up from the sandy floor, about twenty graves in all. If a player was killed, he resurrected here and had to run back through the maze to join his fellow group members.

All around us were sandstone walls adorned with Egyptian-inspired Hieroglyphics. There was no ceiling, only bright blue sky.

The corridor we were in stretched 200 feet both to the left and the right, all the way to the corners of the labyrinth. The only gap in the 400-foot wall was right in front of us, though there was another wall of hieroglyphics just beyond it that obscured our vision.

I pulled up my map window just in case the game had decided to be nice. 

Nope, it was completely greyed out except for the tiny little segment of the labyrinth where we now stood.

“What do you think?” Hodin the dwarf asked. “Left, right, or center?”

Whether it was alcohol-fueled bravado or the fact that I’d played as a Level 87 Hunter before I took my job at Westek, I was a lot more assertive than normal. “Hold on, let me try something first. Meera, fly up there and see what you can see.”

“Good idea,” the Druid said approvingly.

Meera unfurled her white wings to their full ten-foot wingspan, flapped them, and took flight. 

I noticed the gnome Rogue inching over, trying to get a look up her toga.

“Dude – quit trying upskirt my angel,” I snapped.

The gnome blushed, knowing he was totally busted. He stepped back as the entire group laughed – except the female elf, who threw him some serious side-eye.

Meera didn’t get far, though. As soon as she reached the top of the walls, she thudded into some kind of invisible force field.

“I can’t go any further,” she called down. “There’s some sort of barrier.”

“I figured they weren’t going to make it easy on us. Come on back down.” I turned to the others. “I’ve got this spell that lets me visually scout ahead. Let me try to send it up over the walls, even though I’m pretty sure it won’t work.”

Hodin nodded. “Worth a shot.”

I cast my All-Seeing Eye and sent it twenty feet up in the air. Since I saw whatever it saw, it felt like I was flying. It was especially freaky looking back down at our little group and seeing myself down there with Meera and Stig.

The Eye couldn’t get above the invisible barrier either.

“No go,” I told the others. 

“Can you use the spell as we run the dungeon?” Hodin asked. “Give us a little advance warning of what’s coming?”

“Sort of. There’s a three-minute cooldown, and the spell only lasts 30 seconds at a time. Let me send it through the center doorway while it’s still active.”

“Go for it.”

The Eye zoomed through the gap and was stopped by the hieroglyphics wall eight feet past the doorway. Now I had a choice of left or right. 

I directed the Eye to float 20 feet to the left and turn the corner. 

The barrier turned out to be a blind wall whose only purpose was to make sure we couldn’t see past it. It was hiding a gigantic courtyard filled with sand and a central fountain. Nothing else.

“Uh-oh,” I said, “we’ve got a big open space with nothing around. Sure sign of bad shit to come.”

“Can you see anything else?” Hodin asked.

“Hold on, I’m sending it out – ”

The Eye was halfway across the courtyard when the 30 seconds expired and it winked out of existence. Suddenly I was back with the others in the entrance corridor.

I was curious, so I brought up my map – 

Nice. Everywhere the Eye had traveled was now un-greyed, and I could see the pathway I’d taken.

“Everything I saw is on my map now, but I didn’t get far enough to know what’s beyond the courtyard,” I said. “So which way do you want to go?”

“Always go right, right?” the Druid said.

That was a common saying in gaming. Besides the whole ‘sinister path’ stigma about the left (that’s what ‘sinister’ means in Latin – ‘left’), lazy programmers in half-assed games would often put the best path on the right.

Not always in OtherWorld, though. There weren’t any lazy people working for Westek.

Well, except for that asshole who’d created Hark Silo and the Century Chickenhawk.

Right now, we basically had a one-in-three shot of the saying being true.

Hodin shrugged. “Might as well. The empty space is either going to be boring as hell, or just plain hell. Anybody have any objections?”

No one did.

“Alright, then – ‘right’ it is,” Hodin the dwarf said, and pulled his war hammer off his back.

The gnome Rogue unsheathed two razor-sharp knives that were almost as long as he was tall, and the Fire Mage readied her staff.

Then we all ran down the sandy corridor to the far end.

Once we turned the corner we found an open area with ten trolls milling about. They all had scimitars and 6,000 hit points apiece – 60K in total.

If I were by myself, they would have slaughtered me.

But with five of us, it would be a fairly even fight.

“I got these Lawrence of Arabia motherfuckers!” Hodin yelled, and rushed directly at them with a whooping scream.

As the tank, his job was to engage hostiles and take the heat off the rest of us, drawing our enemies in to attack him and only him.

Which he did admirably.

The trolls all looked at him in surprise as he leapt five feet up in the air and came down swinging. 

“AAARRRRHHH!” he roared as his hammer bashed in the first troll’s head.

The others descended on him, scimitars clanging against his plate armor. They didn’t strike any mortal blows, but every swipe shaved more hit points off him.

But the Druid was shooting spirals of yellow energy into Hodin, replenishing his hit points almost as fast as the trolls could take them off.

The elf and I opened fire – her with some sort of molten rock missiles, and me with Doomsday.

The gnome went into cloaking with a whoosh sound, though I could still see his footprints racing across the sand. A second later they disappeared, and one of the trolls got knocked to the ground as though he’d been jumped by an invisible midget.

Excuse me. Little person.

Stig started casting fireballs. They weren’t terribly effective, but every little bit helped.

But Meera… god DAMN.

She let out a startling battle cry as her sword ignited.

FWOOOOSH!


Then she unfurled her wings, flew eight feet above the ground, and sliced off the arm of the nearest troll like a Jedi cutting through butter.

“Holy shit,” I heard the elf mutter next to me.

Hodin’s hammer had some Mjolnir-like properties beside just its appearance. He threw it 15 feet up in the air and it came slamming back down three times as fast, sending out a shockwave that blasted the trolls onto their backs.

As the corpses multiplied, golden numerals flashed through the air – 850 XP, 850 XP, 850 XP. Within seconds they became background noise and I barely noticed them.

My Doomsday spells kicked in after 20 seconds, and three of the remaining trolls fell dead. Between Hodin’s hammer, Meera’s flaming sword, the fire-elf’s lava bolts, my Soul-Sucking, and the invisible midget (Excuse me, little – ah, fuck it), we made short work of the others.

“Nice,” Hodin said as he surveyed the dead bodies scattered around him. “Good work, people. Okay, Ian, loot away.”

I went from body to body finding what I could – a couple silver coins here, a healing potion there. I didn’t need it because of Soul Suck, but it would fetch a couple of silver from a local apothecary.

Meanwhile, the guys in the group were all ogling Meera.

“Where did you get that sword?” the Druid asked.

“It was given to me when I joined the Heavenly Host of the All-Father,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Uh… okay…”

“That was hot,” the gnome said as he came out of cloaking with a Whoosh. “Chicks with flaming swords are fuckin’ hot.”

“Please, no bad words,” Meera sniffed disapprovingly.

The gnome stared at her, then looked over at me. “Is she fuckin’ serious?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” 

“I said no bad words,” Meera snapped at the gnome.

“Meera, don’t lecture other people about their language,” I ordered.

She opened her mouth to protest, but the collar glowed and she shut her mouth. She looked pissed, though.

“Wow!” the gnome said. “Did she just shut up because of that neck thingee?”

“Yup,” I said as I looted the last troll.

“Man, I gotta get one of those for my girlfriend.”

“Like you HAVE a girlfriend,” the female elf said.

“When I GET a girlfriend!” the gnome shouted angrily.

“Like that’ll ever happen,” the elf retorted, and the entire group laughed.

“I’m ready,” I announced. It had been a fairly good take: about 40 silver worth of coins and things I could resell.

So about 0.0001% of what I owed Varkus.

Great.

“Let’s rock ‘n roll,” Hodin said, and led the way through the maze.

The next thing up was a small courtyard with fountains on both sides. As soon as we entered, giant cobras reared up, spread their hoods, and started slithering towards us.

My heart started beating faster in a way it hadn’t when we encountered the trolls. There’s just something about seeing scary creatures from the real world coming at you that’s not the same as facing down marauding fairytale creatures. You could tell your brain Those cobras aren’t real all you wanted, but your brain was too busy shitting its drawers to listen.

“Snakes… why did it have to be snakes,” the Druid said with a familiar cadence to his voice.

“Nice – Raiders of the Lost Ark,” I said. “You guys are my kind of geeks.”

“Fearless and inventive!” Hodin laughed as he launched himself right in the middle of the serpents.

I grinned. “+1 for the Jabba quote.”

The cobras were unpleasant to deal with on a psychological level. Imagine a snake as big around as your wrist sinking its fangs into your shoulder. (Shudder.) Not to mention their venom gave a five-minute debuff of -10 to your hit points. 

For the non-geeks out there, that meant your maximum available Health dropped by 10 points every time a snake bit you, which meant that you were easier to kill for the next five minutes as the venom wore off. 

So if you had 500 Health and a cobra bit you, for the next five minutes you only had 490 hit points. Get bit ten times and you only had 400 hit points.

The Druid could increase our hit points to their temporary maximums, but he apparently didn’t have the means to remove the poison debuffs.

Despite all that, the cobras were easier to kill than the sand trolls. After we finished them off I went around and snapped off the fangs, which would bring a silver apiece on the open market.

We continued through the narrow sandstone walls and came across a dozen giant scarab beetles that ranged from the size of Jack Russell terriers to German Shepherds. Unfortunately, they moved as fast as Chihuahuas on crack.

Just like with the snakes, the creep factor was high – but we killed the scarabs relatively quickly, mostly thanks to the Fire Mage. She had a particularly effective AOE spell (Area of Effect), meaning she could hit multiple targets in a given area. 

She twirled her hands and the sky boiled dark with clouds above us. Seconds later, a storm of flaming hail blasted down like some sort of miniature meteorite shower/Biblical plague. The tiny chunks of burning rock slammed into the scarabs and scorched them viciously. All that was needed after that were a few Doomsday spells from me and a bit of cleanup from Hodin and the gnome.

Each dead scarab yielded an iridescent piece of carapace worth 50 coppers. I picked up 12, so basically 6 silver. Not bad for a bunch of bugs.

Next we came to an empty courtyard with six-foot-long, rectangular raised mounds in the sand. They looked a lot like freshly dug graves. Groups of four mounds were scattered throughout the courtyard, though we easily could have threaded our way through them.

“What’s in these?” Hodin wondered aloud as he poked the nearest mound with his hammer.

“I don’t think that’s a good – ” the elf Fire Mage started, but didn’t get to finish her sentence.

The sand in the mound shifted and a Ghoul clawed its way up out of the ground. It was basically a zombie – a desiccated corpse with grey skin. Its hollow eye sockets and open mouth spilled out sand as it stumbled to its feet.

3000 hit points. Not bad at all.

Only problem was, as soon as one of its withered feet hit the grave-mound next to it, it woke up its neighbor – which started a chain reaction. Every time a new Ghoul clawed its way up out of the sand, it woke up the one right next to it.

Thank God there were only four in this clump, and that they were far enough away not to trigger another group.

We were winning easily when Hodin made the mistake of throwing up his hammer and doing his shockwave thing.

As the concentric circles of force blasted out around us, they triggered every single grave within the blast radius. Within seconds we went from fighting four Ghouls to getting swamped by sixteen.

“SHIT! Sorry, guys!” Hodin yelled.

It wasn’t a big deal. It was definitely a harder fight, and it kept me busy casting Doomsday – but with Meera’s flaming sword hacking and slashing, we came out on the other side of the fight without losing anybody. As I went around and picked up a silver from each Ghoul, the Druid healed us all.

“No more poking at mounds,” the elf snapped at Hodin.

“Not even if they’re on a hot chick,” the gnome Rogue joked, and all the guys laughed.

“I do not understand,” Meera frowned.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said.

The collar glowed slightly, and she got a placid look on her face. “Very well.”

Damn I was loving that collar.

After the courtyard with the graves, we went around the wall at the far corner – 

And found ourselves at a dead end.

“Dammit,” Hodin swore.

“What was that about always going right?” the gnome ribbed the Druid.

“It’s fine,” I said, and pulled up my map. Yup, the entire right corner was now fully illuminated. When I entered the dungeon next time, I would know exactly where not to go. “We got some good intel out of it.”

“Back to the entrance, I guess,” Hodin said, and we ran back the way we’d come. This time we were careful not to trigger any rectangular mounds. We’d already killed all the other baddies on the way, so we got back to the graveyard in record time.

“So, left or center?” the elf Fire Mage asked.

“I vote center,” the Druid said.

“Who on the left hurt you?” the gnome joked. “Hillary Clinton?”

“NO POLITICAL JOKES,” the female elf shouted.

Hodin sighed. “Before you all kill each other, let’s go kill the monsters first. Hey Ian, you said it was an empty courtyard, right?”

“That’s all I saw.”

“Well, we’re already here. Might as well do it.”

We went through the center doorway as a group. As soon as we were on the other side of the blind wall, I realized that it wasn’t just a wall – it was an L-shaped stone with a 20-foot-long base which provided a solid platform for us to stand on. 

We paused on the stone and looked out at the empty expanse of sand, vast as a football field. Out on the ‘50-yard line,’ the fountain dribbled water from tier to tier, finally emptying into the wide circular reservoir at the bottom. 

Other than our platform and the walls all around us, the fountain was the only other structure made of stone in the courtyard.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” the gnome muttered.

“Never tell me the odds!” Hodin yelled, and ran out into the courtyard.

Over to his right, the sand began to move like something was burrowing up under it.

“HODIN, TO YOUR RIGHT!” the elf screamed.

Hodin had just enough time to turn when the sand erupted and a gigantic worm burst out of the ground. It looked like a miniature version of the desert monsters from Dune – thick as a tree trunk, with several lines extending down from the tip of its blunt head. No eyes or appendages, just mottled beige skin. 

The sandworm reared ten feet up in the air, though at least half of its body had to still be beneath the surface. Then the lines on its head separated and opened like the petals on a hideous flower, revealing a pink fleshy interior covered with hundreds of small, sharp teeth. 

It roared like a cross between the Predator and a walrus, then slammed down into Hodin.

Shit, we were in the movie Tremors.

“DAMMIT!” the dwarf roared as he got plowed into the sand. Then the worm’s monstrous jaws began to gnaw at his plate armor.

“HIT IT!” the Fire Mage yelled. She cast some sort of lava blast that erupted from the sand right under the worm, and I zapped it with Soul-Suck.

The gnome Rogue raced towards Hodin, but he didn’t get even halfway there before a second worm erupted from the sand beneath him and swallowed him whole.

“HOLY SHIT, did you see that?!” the Druid shouted. “It swallowed him like a pill!”

“Is he still alive?!” the Mage called out.

“He’s still showing up on my Healing Window, so – holy SHIT – ”

The Druid was reacting to the appearance of two knife tips through the skin of the sandworm – poking out from the inside. The blades tore along the flank of the worm like a zipper unzipping. Out came the gnome, covered in yellow gunk, clawing his way from the wound like a nightmarish birth.

“And I thought they smelled bad on the outside,” the gnome coughed.

I grinned. Anybody who could quote Han Solo after being eaten alive – well, let’s just say he’d redeemed himself for the upskirting incident. 

The gnome was low on hit points, though. Passing through the gullet of a worm was apparently not without its stresses.

Unfortunately, the monster was still alive. It turned around, opened its mouth – 

GLOMPH.

“IT ATE HIM AGAIN!” the Druid yelled.

Stig looked up at me with a terrified What the hell have you gotten me into? expression.

“Hang back,” I warned him, then looked at Meera. “You too.”

“Is he still alive?” the Mage yelled as she cast a flamethrower spell on the worm trying to eat Hodin.

The Druid checked his windows, which only he could see. “…nope.”

“YES I AM!” the gnome roared as he raced from behind us out onto the sand.

What the hell?!

Then I remembered that the graveyard was only 50 feet away on the other side of the wall.

If you’re going to die, it’s good to do it as close to the respawn point as possible.

“AAAAAAAH!” the gnome shrieked as he jumped through the air, landed on the worm, and began to slice and dice like a miniature Drax from Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2.

“Jaxos, keep healing Hodin!” the Fire Mage yelled. “Ian, let’s help Brak!”

I assumed she meant the midget, so I switched my attack to the nearest worm. Cutting it open from the inside had done significant damage, and a lava attack and some Soul Sucking finished it off.

“Wait to loot it until later!” the Fire Mage yelled at me.

“I’m not a fuckin’ idiot,” I snarled at her as I switched back to helping Hodin.

Between his hammer strikes and our attacks, the second worm died a few seconds later.

“Jesus,” Hodin moaned as he stumbled to his feet.

“Oh, you know him too?” Meera called out happily.

The dwarf stared at her. “What the hell is she talking aboUUU – ”

He got slammed from the side by another worm erupting out the sand. Unfortunately, this time the thing carried him off. It looked like Nessie plowing through a sandy version of Loch Ness with a steel-plated boat in her jaws.

“Oh SNAP!” the Druid yelped.

The Fire Mage and I started to blast the sandworm, but it circled past the fountain to the other side of the courtyard – 

And dropped out of range of my attacks.

“Shit,” I said as the blue lightning from my hands suddenly cut off. “It’s too far for me to reach it.”

“Me too,” the elf said. 

“Me three,” the Druid grunted. “I can’t heal him from here. We’ve got to go out there.”

“Ohhhhhh,” Stig moaned.

“Okay,” I said, “everybody split up and run for it on the count of three. One, two – ”

I didn’t get to three, because the sand in front of our stone platform exploded, and a sandworm reared up right in front of our faces.

“AAAAH!” the Druid screamed and stumbled backwards.

The worm snapped at him with its tripartite jaws and missed. It stretched out as far as its body would allow, but the Druid was out of its range.

That was when I realized something: the worm couldn’t get past the stone platform we were standing on. I mean, yes, it could lunge five or six feet past the edge, but the majority of its body was confined to the sand.

“EVERYBODY BACK UP AS FAR AS YOU CAN!” I yelled.

Out entire group retreated until our backs were against the wall. The worm lunged and snapped, but always came up several feet short.

It could swim through sand, but it couldn’t get past the stone.

“YO, SHORTY!” I yelled at the gnome. “Get to that fountain in the center!”

“I’m not short, I’m differently en-heightened!” he yelled merrily, then raced from the corpse of his worm towards the fountain.

Meanwhile, Stig, Meera, the Fire Elf, and I all focused on the worm attacking us. Once its hit points were low enough, Meera delivered the killing blow. One slash of her flaming sword lopped off the thing’s head, leaving its body to writhe around on the stone walkway.

“We have to get out to that fountain,” I said. “It’s the only thing made of stone, which means it’s our only safe base of operations. Once we’re out there, we’ll save Hodin – ”

“No need,” the dwarf said as he raced around the wall and joined us. “I just respawned.”

“Alright, spread out as far as you can from each other and don’t stop to help anybody until you get to the fountain, otherwise we’ll all be sitting ducks. Meera, you fly Stig over there and both of you wait for us.”

The angel looked at Stig and made a face like I’d asked her to clean a toilet with her tongue. “I don’t want to touch an imp.”

“Too bad,” I snapped. “DO IT.”

The collar glowed. Meera grabbed Stig under his armpits and held him out at arm’s-length like a baby with a diarrhea-filled diaper, with an expression on her face to match. Then she flapped her wings and soared as high as she could over the sand towards the fountain.

“All right, people, let’s go!” Hodin yelled.

We all raced across the sand – me next to the wall on the right, Hodin on the wall to the left, with the female elf and Druid equally spaced between us.

Stig and Meera made it to the fountain, and Meera dropped him with a plop! into the water. The imp sputtered and leapt from tier to tier until he was as far above the sand as possible, like a grotesque little groom sitting alone atop a wedding cake.

Meera, however, circled back through the air towards me.

“I’ll save you!” she cried out.

“I don’t need you to save – ”

Then I saw the rounded shape burrowing through the sand, heading right for me.

Oh shit, I guess I DO need saving.

Meera swooped down and grabbed me just as the worm blasted out of the sand, its petal-hinged jaws open. Its mouth SNAPPED just inches beneath my feet as Meera spirited us away.

“Thanks,” I gasped as the worm bellyflopped down onto the sand behind us.

“You are very welcome,” she said happily.

Hodin, the elf, the gnome, and the Druid safely reached the fountain, though every once in a while a worm surfaced near them like a sea serpent.

As Meera and I approached the rest of the group, though, I got an idea. 

“Keep flying to the opposite end of the courtyard,” I ordered Meera.

Everyone’s heads turned comically to watch us as we whizzed past.

“Hey, where’re you going?!” Hodin yelled.

“To scope it out!” I shouted back.

There was another L-shaped stone slab at the other end of the courtyard, a mirror image of the side we’d entered from. Meera set me down and dropped onto the platform beside me.

Immediately a sandworm popped up at the edge of the rock ledge, but we backed up against the wall and were safely out of reach.

I turned to Meera and said, “I want you to fly back and get them one by one. Fly them over here, and that way we won’t have to – ”

Before I could finish, Meera got a terrified look on her face and ignited her sword.

FWOOSH!

“What in Vatoxia’s name is that?!” she cried out.

I turned around and immediately got a nasty shock.

A creature was rounding the L-shaped wall. It had the body of a lion with giant eagle’s wings folded on its back – but it had the face of a woman.

A sphinx!

There was an old movie version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers where a dog has a human head on it. Of all the weird shit in that movie, the human-dog hybrid is by far the most disturbing. When you see a human face on something that is decidedly not human, it’s creepy.

The sphinx was super fucking creepy.

The woman’s face was pretty, though, with ringlets of brown hair spilling down her lion shoulders. She peered at me curiously.

“Don’t panic,” I said to Meera. “It’ll probably just ask us a riddle.”

“No, Mother does that,” the creepy female head said – and then leapt at us.

I cast Soul Suck and Meera slashed with her sword, but we were too late. The sphinx slammed into me and knocked me onto the stone slab. 

I screamed in pain as three-inch claws stabbed deep into my chest.

I saw Meera above me, slashing away furiously with her sword. The blade cut a fiery arc through the sphinx’s right wing, but that didn’t stop the monster. Its lips opened wide, revealing a mouthful of wicked fangs – which it buried in my face.

The entire world went black, and suddenly I was back in the graveyard.

I ran around the blind wall and onto the stone slab.

“Hey Ian,” the gnome called from atop the fountain with Stig, “I thought you could heal yourself!”

“At least I didn’t get swallowed alive!” I yelled back.

“No, you just got your face torn off!”

Okay, I couldn’t really argue with that.

Meera came soaring through the air towards me.

“Are you okay?” I called out to her. 

As she touched down beside me, I saw tears running down her cheeks.

“What’s wrong?!” I asked in alarm.

“Oh Ian, I am so sorry I was not able to save you!” she bawled, then hugged me tight.

It was all faintly ridiculous, since here I was alive and well – but I didn’t mind feeling her heaving bosom pressed against me.

“I’m fine,” I said, and patted her consolingly on the back. “See? I’m fine.”

“Hey, could you two finish the foreplay later?” Hodin called out humorously. “We’ve kind of got a worm problem over here.”

“Fuck you!” I yelled out good-naturedly. “Have you killed any more of them?”

“No – they’re not surfacing anymore.”

I had thought earlier about the movie Tremors, where people got attacked out in the desert by giant underground worms. The thing about the monsters in that movie was they were attracted to something very specific…

I jumped down from the rock onto the sand, then immediately hopped back up. 

Two seconds later, a sandworm erupted precisely where my feet had been.

“They’re drawn by vibrations in the sand!” I yelled at the others.

“Like Tremors!” Hodin yelled back. “Yeah, we figured that out!”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten I was dealing with some hardcore nerds.

“Shit, does that mean we have to get out there and fight them?” the Druid said unhappily.

“Stay there, I’ve got an idea!” I yelled, then turned to Meera. “When I tell you to, I want you to fly over to the fountain – but on the way I want you to drop down and touch one foot on the sand, then immediately fly off. Got it?”

“Alright – now?””

“Not yet. Hey Mage,” I shouted, “when the worm surfaces, hit it with everything you’ve got! The rest of you, don’t move unless one of them comes up right next to you! Okay, Meera – go for it!”

Meera did as she was told and flew towards the fountain – but briefly dropped down and kicked the ground midflight.

Seconds later a worm exploded through the sand right where her foot had been. The other players must have inflicted some damage on it previously, because its hit point bar was only half full.

“NOW!” I shouted, and summoned my Unholy Quartet.

Four imps appeared in plumes of flame and began pummeling the worm with fireballs. Because it had physical targets, the worm stayed aboveground, snapping at and occasionally eating one of the imps. But at the same time, the Fire Mage and I were attacking it from a distance. 

By the time the imps were all dead, the sandworm was, too.

“Awesome!” Hodin yelled.

“Meera – fly out and do it again!”

Meera repeated the task ten times, and each time I distracted the worm with imps as the Mage and I attacked it. There were only four more worms total, but we had to goad them into surfacing at least twice to finish them all off.

After they were dead, Meera’s foot-stomping drew no more creatures.

I ran across the sands towards the fountain, but nothing attacked me.

“Nice thinking, Ian,” the Druid complimented me.

“Thanks.”

“Okay, now you can loot the worms,” the Mage said drily.

Oh yeah…

I ran around the courtyard. Each creature yielded some sort of gland (UGH) from the inside of its mouth that would apparently fetch 2 silver on the market.

We all walked across the sand towards the sphinx, which was little more than a smoking corpse after Meera had gotten through with it. However, its tail was still intact – and that was the part of its body that would fetch 3 silver.

“Did she ask you a question?” the gnome asked.

“Yeah, how your mother was in bed last night,” the Druid joked, beating me to the punch.

“That was uncalled for,” the gnome said. “Funny, but uncalled for.”

“It said that only ‘Mother’ asked riddles,” I recalled.

“Yeah, like, ‘Is it in yet?’” the gnome laughed and pointed at the Druid.

“You realize you just admitted I boned your mom last night, right?” the bear creature asked.

“Aaaaah shit,” the gnome grunted, not so happy anymore.

“Actually, it was a couple of riddles,” the female elf smirked. “Like ‘Is that it?’ and ‘Seriously?’”

“Oh, NOW you want to joke,” the Druid snapped.

Hodin whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention.

“People – we still have a dungeon to run. You can do ‘yo momma’ jokes later.” The dwarf turned to me. “Do you think there’s a bigger one out there?”

“Funny, that’s what your mother asked last night, too,” the elf whispered to the gnome.

“SHUT UP!” the gnome roared.

“I’m guessing there is,” I said as I looked uneasily down at the sphinx’s smoking carcass, “but there’s only one way to find out.”

“Alright, let’s move out!” Hodin yelled as he led the way around the blind wall.

We found ourselves in a duplicate of the last courtyard – except this time there were hundreds of rectangular graves stretching from one side of the courtyard to the other, five rows deep, with 50 graves per row.

If we triggered even one grave there would be a chain reaction, and we would be facing off against 250 Ghouls.

“Shit,” Hodin grumbled.

“Hold on, let me scout it out,” I said.

I sent the All-Seeing Eye over the graves to the blind wall across the courtyard. 

“Bad news is it’s a dead end,” I said.

“Never go left, huh?” the gnome jeered at the Druid.

“What’s the good news?” Hodin asked.

“There’s a treasure chest. I can have Meera fly me across and I’ll split whatever’s inside with you guys.”

“No offense, but how do we know we can trust you?” the elf asked.

“Therasia,” Hodin scolded her.

“What? We don’t,” she shot back. “And I said ‘no offense.’”

“No, no, that’s fine,” I said, a little pissed. “Shorty can fly across with her, and Meera will see whatever he gets out of the chest.” I looked directly at the elf. “Since I don’t know if I can trust you, either.”

She just gave me a sour look.

“Alriiiiight – hug me close to those heavenly jugs, baby!” the gnome cheered.

Meera got a look that was only slightly less disgusted than when she’d had to carry Stig.

“Don’t be creepy with my angel, dude,” I rebuked the gnome.

“Yeah, Brak,” Hodin growled.

“…sorry.”

I sighed and looked over at Meera. “Take him to the treasure chest.”

“I’m about to get ahold of my own treasure chest, if you know what I mean,” the gnome whispered to the Druid.

“DUDE!” I snapped.

“…sorry.”

“Maybe it should be someone else from your group,” I snarled, “and not the midget horn dog.”

“That’s an insensitive term,’” the gnome said, 100% ironically. “I’m offended.”

“My bad,” I said. “I meant ‘fucking midget pervert.’”

“Hey!”

“You deserved it,” Hodin said.

“I’ll go,” the elf volunteered.

“No, I don’t know if I can trust you,” I said with a fake smile.

She just stared daggers at me.

Meera spoke up. “Can I ferry my passenger across however I wish?”

I half-smiled. I thought I might know what she had in mind. “Sure.”

“Good. I will take the gnome.”

“Yaaaay!” the midget cheered.

She bent down in front of the gnome. 

The little Rogue was mesmerized by the view over the top of her toga as her breasts hung down full and firm just inches from his face. “Oh Mama…”

Then Meera grabbed one of his legs, flipped him upside down, and took off into the air.

“NOOOOO!” the gnome yelled, both in fear and frustration.

The rest of his group laughed.

“Enjoy the view!” the elf taunted.

As Meera soared over the graves to the other side of the courtyard, Hodin took me aside. 

“Sorry about that,” he muttered. 

“Don’t worry about it. Meera got him back.”

“Oh, yeah – sorry about him, too. But I meant Therasia’s comment earlier.”

He meant the How do we know we can trust you? bit.

“She’s not exactly a people person,” Hodin explained.

“Yeah, I noticed. But it’s alright,” I said, shrugging it off. “Actually, and I hate to admit this, but it was the smart call. You guys don’t know me.”

“Yeah, but you’ve been a straight shooter so far,” Hodin said. “You never gave us any cause to doubt you.”

“Thanks… but it’s fine. Don’t sweat it.”

Hodin nodded, and we returned to the group.

Sixty seconds later Meera returned holding the gnome exactly the same way. She dumped him headfirst, and he got to his feet angrily spitting sand.

“Bitch,” he muttered under his breath.

“What’d you find?” Hodin asked.

“A pretty good haul,” the gnome said, instantly more cheerful as he pulled five items out of his bags and laid them on the ground.

 

Dagger of the Pharaohs

85-115 Damage

+25 Agility

+30 Stamina

+20 Critical Strike

Worth: 1 gold

 

Wand of the Dead

+50 Intellect

+30 Stamina

+15 Critical Strike

Worth: 1 gold

 

Gloves of Anubiat (plate armor)

+70 Armor

+30 Strength

+40 Stamina

Worth: 1 gold

 

 Necklace of Ra’nath

+40 Intellect

+20 Stamina

Worth: 1 gold

 

Boots of Osiron (plate armor)

+60 Armor

+30 Strength

+30 Stamina

Worth: 1 gold  

 

The gnome hadn’t been kidding. Five gold worth of weapons and armor! Shit, if I could grind this dungeon six times a day and somehow get all this treasure to myself – since nobody in their right minds would cross those 250 graves – it would be well worth my while.

I noted the Egyptian-esque names, too. The game programmers were obviously playing off of Egyptian mythology while trying to make this seem like a completely different world, and not one that had ever had an ancient Egypt with Ra the sun god and Anubis the god of death.

“How’re we going to divvy this up?” the Druid asked. 

“Since Ian’s angel got us the treasure without having to fight 200 Ghouls, he should get first choice,” Hodin said.

The elf glared at Hodin. “You’re just saying that because of what I said.”

The dwarf shrugged. “Anybody got a problem with my plan?”

“No,” the Druid said.

“I got the treasure, too,” the gnome protested.

“Anybody from our group could have gotten the treasure,” Hodin pointed out. “Only the angel could have gotten us across without having to fight.”

“Fine,” the gnome relented.

“Whatever,” the elf grumbled.

I wasn’t about to say ‘no’ to first pick. “Thanks.”

Since I couldn’t wear it, the plate armor was worthless to me beyond its resale value. I couldn’t use the dagger effectively, either, so that was out. The only choice was between the wand and the necklace.

The wand could have given me a boost over my scepter’s stats – 10 more intellect, 10 more stamina, and 5 more critical strike, plus I would have been able to sell the scepter, maybe for a pretty penny. But my current necklace only gave me +3 Intellect. Switching it out would give me a whopping +37 more Intellect, plus an extra 20 Stamina. And more Intellect equaled more mana.

“I’ll take the necklace,” I said, sweeping it up off the sand and swapping it out with my much weaker Necklace of Bartok, which I dropped in my bag.

“Aw,” the Druid said.

“Shit,” the elf hissed.

That let me know I’d made exactly the right choice.

The others divvied up the loot according to their abilities. The gnome got the dagger, which he was pleased about. The Druid got the wand, and Hodin paid the elf a piece of gold to get both pieces of armor, plus he gave her his old gloves and boots which she could resell for another 20 silver each. 

Everybody was happy – or at least the guys all were. The elf was about as happy as she was going to get.

“Alright… back to the beginning and go left?” Hodin asked.

The gnome was about to say something, but the Druid held up one finger. “DON’T, or I swear to God you’re not getting another heal for the rest of the dungeon.”

“Man,” the gnome muttered.

We went back to the graveyard and headed in the one direction we hadn’t taken.

When we got to the end of the corridor, we found another large space – although this wasn’t an open courtyard. It was a series of alcoves and walkways that looked like MC Escher had sketched the blueprint. There were winding stairways that led up to ramps that turned into arches that curled back around into tunnels.

“O-kaaaay…” Hodin said as we stared at the bewildering architecture. “Anybody got any preferences?”

“Whatever you do, don’t go left,” the gnome snickered. “It’s NEVER left.”

“HEY!” the Druid barked.

We set off together into the maze and found that it was infested with sand trolls. This time they weren’t just Warriors, either; there were Mages and Hunters, which meant magic attacks and arrows flying at us from out of nowhere. It took us 30 minutes of advancing, hitting dead ends, backtracking, and trying new routes until we finally cleared the place of trolls and wound up on the other side of MC Escher-land.

On the plus side, I got over 70 silver, a few healing potions, and a couple of archery bows I could sell for 3 silver each.

On the other side of the maze was an open courtyard and a female troll in black robes. An ID tag above her name said she was Kartha the Sand Witch.

Cue the jokes.

“Why not Kartha the Hoagie?” the gnome called out.

“Or Kartha the Burrito?” the Druid laughed.

“Or Kartha the Philly Cheese Steak?” the gnome said.

“SILENCE, FOOLS!” Kartha shrieked. “You have earned my wrath and will not leave this place alive!”

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig shouted, earning another laugh from the group. “TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

Kartha had a few nasty tricks we hadn’t seen yet. Like sending dust devils after you that blasted you with grit and felt like they were peeling off your skin. Or summoning giant hands made of sand that pummeled you into the ground. Or giant sand golems that couldn’t be hurt, merely temporarily dispersed.

But we all knew the first rule of dungeons: if at all possible, ignore the minions and always go after the boss. 

Hodin flew at Kartha in a rage, the gnome Rogue sliced and diced her, and Meera slashed away with her flaming sword. Stig, the elf, and I hit her with long-range attacks. The Druid kept us alive throughout all the sand golems and dust devils. 

Kartha folded after about three minutes, and we got another round of fairly nice rewards, though not as nice as the ones earlier. I scored a trinket that gave me +15 Haste, which meant I could cast my spells marginally faster: 2.2 seconds for a Darkbolt instead of 2.5, and similar for Darkfire and Doomsday. It may not seem like much, but when you’re up against 10 enemies at once, it can add up.

We left the Sand Witch’s courtyard (although the jokes about burgers and combos and bags of chips lasted another several minutes) and entered a narrow corridor that stretched for over a hundred feet. I checked my map and saw that, yes, we had finally left the first stage of mazes and courtyards and were advancing into a completely different area.

We got about 80 feet down the corridor when something huge fluttered down from the top of the walls and landed gracefully on the sandstone floor in front of us.

It was a giant Sphinx, about five times larger than the other one. The body was closer in size to an elephant, though it still looked like a lion. The wingspan probably would have equaled a Gulfstream jet’s if it had unfurled them all the way. And the female head was disturbingly oversized, like that of a giant.

Worst of all, the thing had 500,000 hit points.

“That is much larger than the other one,” Meera said fearfully.

“You think that’s ‘Mother’?” Hodin asked.

“That’s a mother, alright,” the Druid whispered.

“If it’s not Mother and there’s something bigger…” I said, then trailed off. I didn’t have to finish the sentence; everyone understood how utterly fucked we would be.

“Mortals,” the Sphinx boomed in an unearthly voice, “answer my riddle correctly and pass unmolested. Answer incorrectly and die.”

“I really, really don’t wanna be molested by that thing,” the gnome whispered.

“It’d wear you on the tip of its dick like a hat,” the Druid said.

“It’s a girl, dumbass.”

“Oh yeah… then I guess you’d be just about the right size for a butt plug.”

“Shhhh!” the elf hissed as the Sphinx began to speak.

“What does man love more than life,

“Fear more than death or mortal strife.

“What the poor have, the rich require,

“And what contented men desire.

“What the miser spends and the spendthrift saves,

“And all men carry to their graves?

“You have one minute to answer my riddle,” the Sphinx announced.

A countdown timer started over the creature’s head: 1:00, 0:59, 0:58…

“What does man love more than life?” Hodin asked.

“Sex?” the gnome asked.

“People don’t fear sex,” the Druid pointed out. “Well, not usually.”

“Power?” the elf said.

“Poor people don’t have power,” Hodin said.

As they talked frantically amongst themselves, I ran through the final words of the riddle.

What a miser spends…

 What a spendthrift saves…

What all men carry to their – 

“Nothing,” I said aloud.

Everybody looked at me.

“The answer is ‘nothing,’” I said. “People fear nothing more than death. Poor people have nothing, the rich require nothing, and you carry nothing to the grave.”

“Is this your answer?” the Sphinx asked.

“Sounds good to me,” Hodin said.

“Yeah,” the elf admitted. “Go for it.”

“The answer is ‘nothing,’” I said loudly.

The Sphinx bowed her head. “You have answered correctly. You may pass.”

Then it leapt up into the air with a flap of its giant wings and disappeared over the sandstone walls.

“Thank God we didn’t have to fight it,” Hodin muttered as we moved on down the corridor.

I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of loot the Sphinx would have dropped if we’d fought and killed it. I would definitely get a chance to find out if I did the dungeon another 20 or 30 times. If it asked different riddles every time, there was no way I would be able to guess all of them.

The corridor opened up into another gigantic courtyard, twice as big as any we’d encountered so far. But just like last time, there was no sign of anything alive – and there wasn’t a fountain this time.

“Uh oh,” the Druid mumbled.

“Meera, fly across and put your foot down every 20 feet or so,” I ordered.

She took off through the air. Every 20 feet she would descend and stomp the ground, then soar up into the air again.

Nothing happened the first time or the second.

But the third got a reaction.

The ground shifted beneath her and a monster erupted from the sand. This was no scaled-down version of Frank Herbert’s worms; this was a full-on 1:1 replica, big around as a giant sequoia.

“MEERA, GET OUT OF THERE!” I screamed as the sandworm burst up into the air and opened its three jaws, each one as big as a pickup truck’s flatbed.

Its roar was like a slowed-down T. Rex’s out of Jurassic Park, and it shook the air around us like an explosion.

 Meera cut hard right and zoomed back over to us as the worm rose up 30 feet into the air, then crashed down on the sand like a breaching whale.

“DON’T LEAD IT BACK HERE!” the gnome screamed in panic.

“Keep circling in the air!” I yelled at her. “Keep it away from us until we figure out what to do!”

Meera immediately began to fly in a spiral around the courtyard. The worm reared up again and tried to catch her, though it wasn’t having any luck. She was just too fast for something that bulky.

I selected the creature to get a readout on its stats. The ID tag over its head said Ixos the Sand God, and it had 700,000 hit points.

“Great,” I muttered. “How do you want to handle this?”

“Maybe we can get it to swallow Brak again and he can cut it apart from the inside,” the Druid joked.

“Maybe you can kiss my little white ass,” the gnome shot back.

“The ranged DD’s can stay back and hit it from a distance,” Hodin said. (By ‘ranged DD’s’ he meant me and the elf.) Then he looked at the Druid. “Same with you, Jaxos. Me and Brak’ll go in and do what we can to keep it away from you guys.”

“Sometimes I hate being a Rogue,” the gnome sighed, and whoosh went invisible.

“I’ll have Meera try to tank for you guys from the air,” I said. “If she can pull its aggro, maybe you’ll have a chance on the ground.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go!” Hodin yelled, and darted out over the sand towards the giant worm.

“Meera!” I yelled. “Try to harass it from the air – fly by and stick it with your sword – but don’t get yourself killed!”

The strategy proved amazingly effective. Every time the worm would start to go after Hodin or Brak, Meera would swoop in and slash the worm with her flaming sword. It would lunge after her, but it was never fast enough to catch her.

Meanwhile, Stig, the elf, and I all hit it as hard as possible. In the end it started firing glops of acid at us, but we were far enough away that we could dodge them easily enough. The monster clipped Meera a couple of times with its acid spray. She screamed in agony, but I healed her with Self-Sacrifice as fast as I could.

Ten minutes later, the worm crashed down onto the sand, dead. The BOOM! that reverberated through the courtyard was like somebody had felled a giant redwood.

“That wasn’t so bad,” the Druid remarked.

Suddenly the sand around the worm began to slowly cave in, sifting in towards the center of the courtyard. The monstrous carcass slowly slid into the sinkhole, which was growing in size by the second.

“You just had to say something, didn’t you?” the elf snapped.

“Shit – RUN FOR IT!” Hodin yelled at us.

Stig, the elf, the Druid, and I all sprinted for the sides of the courtyard and ran along the walls. Hodin and Brak were already more than halfway across – but they were also closer to the sinkhole, and were having trouble as the slope became steeper and the sand fell away faster.

“Meera, save them!” I yelled.

The angel swooped down, hooked Brak’s leather armor, and lifted him into the air. She spun him like a discus and flung him 50 feet away, where he crashed into the sand and tumbled head over ass. But at least he was outside the funnel of the sandy ‘black hole.’

Hodin wasn’t doing nearly as well. He was losing ground, sliding down into the funnel –

And then we saw what was causing the ground to cave in.

A monstrous, gaping mouth exactly like the Sarlacc pit in Return of the Jedi began to take shape. It was a series of concentric circles of dusty flesh, with dozens of log-sized teeth arranged like the minute hands of a clock. Sand cascaded down into its mouth like waterfalls, and we watched the dead sandworm tumble into its gullet.

The ID tag said ‘Vaxos, God of Ixos.’

Huh – so even sand gods had their own gods in this game.

1.5 million hit points.

There was no way in hell we could take that thing. Our only chance was to outrun it.

Hodin made the mistake of looking over his shoulder. As soon as he saw what he was running from, he doubled his efforts to scramble up the slope, but just ended up slipping down twice as fast.

“HELP!” he screamed.

Meera swooped in and grabbed him under his arms. With his plate armor he was considerably heavier, but after a few seconds of straining and flapping her wings, she was able to lift him a few feet above the ground and fly him to safety beyond the sinkhole’s ‘event horizon.’

That just left the rest of us.

We were halfway across the courtyard when the sand began to shift under our feet. Just a little at first, but then more and more, faster and faster.

Stig was far ahead of us, since he could scamper on all fours like a dog. But the rest of us were lagging severely behind. 

Ever tried jogging on the beach 50 feet from the ocean where the sand’s all loose? 

Now add in a desert version of Charybdis sucking all that loose sand down at a 45 degree angle and you’ll know what we were dealing with.

Meera came soaring back towards us. I held up one hand and she grabbed it and hauled me up into the air.

“You’re LEAVING us?!” the elf shrieked.

I SHOULD, that’s for sure…

“I’ll send her back for you!” I yelled.

Meera dropped me off with Brak and Hodin just as Stig came running up.

“Thanks, Meera – go save the Druid first!” I yelled.

The angel wheeled back through the air towards the other two.

Hodin winced. “Therasia’s not going to like that.”

“The healer’s indispensable if we want to continue,” I pointed out. “The Fire Mage isn’t.”

“I didn’t say it was the wrong call. I just said she’s not going to like it.”

Too fuckin’ bad, I thought, but kept that to myself.

We watched with bated breath as Meera struggled to carry the bearlike Druid. Even with plate armor, Hodin was a dwarf and a lot lighter. Jaxos was so big and heavy that the best Meera could do was counteract some of his weight so it was easier for him to climb up the shifting sand dune.

“HELP!” the elf screamed. She was slipping backwards down the slope.

“Shit, she’s not going to make it,” Hodin said, his voice tense.

“She’ll make it,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure.

The elf fell flat on her face and began sliding faster. 

“PLEASE HELP ME!” she wailed, her voice panicked.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Hodin murmured, and moved like he was about to go out after her – 

I grabbed his arm. “Don’t be stupid. There’s nothing you can do. You’ll just get sucked in, too. She can respawn and come join us.”

“But then she’s got to face down the Sphinx and this thing again – alone.”

Oh. I hadn’t thought about that.

As soon as the Druid was out beyond the worst of the funnel, I yelled at Meera, “DROP HIM AND SAVE THE ELF!”

Meera let go of the big-ass bear and wheeled sharply back over the cascading sands.

“PLEASE – PLEASE HELP ME!” the elf screamed in terror.

I realized I had balled my hands into fists and was clutching them so hard that my fingernails were cutting into my palms.

I knew intellectually that the elf would just respawn if she died, but it still sucked. Watching someone die without being able to help them made me feel helpless. Knowing it was a video game didn’t make it any better. It seemed so real that you couldn’t separate out the game from reality.

And if it was that scary to me, I couldn’t imagine how terrifying it was for the elf.

Her screaming suddenly stopped.

My heart skipped a beat as Meera dipped below the edge of the sand cascade, beyond what we could see.

We all held our breath.

One second passed.

Two seconds.

Three… four… 

And then Meera flew up over the sand, a limp body cradled in her arms, sand spilling from the elf’s robes as they sped away from the sinkhole.

“YEAH!” I yelled.

“YES!” Hodin shouted.

“WOO-HOO!” the gnome screamed.

“HELL YEAH!” the Druid roared.

Meera alighted next to us and gently lowered Therasia to the ground. The elf’s health bar was a sliver of red, nothing more. Apparently she had been on death’s doorway when Meera grabbed her at the very last second.

The Druid pumped yellow swirls of energy into the elf, and she began to cough up mouthfuls of sand.

“Ugh… god that’s nasty,” she said as she spat.

“Thank you,” Hodin said to me gratefully.

“Thank Meera. She’s the one who did it.”

Hodin looked a little puzzled. After all, most players didn’t go around thanking NPCs. But Meera wasn’t just any NPC, of that I was sure.

“Thank you,” the dwarf said to her.

“You are welcome,” she said, then turned to me. “I did well?”

“You did great,” I said. “You saved us all. Thank you.”

She beamed like a proud little girl who had just gotten an A+ on her test.

The elf stood up shakily. “Yeah, thank you. And as for you, Warlock – ”

Everybody in the group tensed up, waiting for her to be a total bitch.

But instead the elf gave a grudging half-smile. “That was absolutely the right call. You guys couldn’t have gone on without a healer.”

Hodin and his teammates relaxed.

“Of course, it would have been nice if you’d said ‘ladies first’ instead of saving yourself,” the elf smirked, “but whatever.”

I grinned. “Maybe next time I will, if you’re nicer to me.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t hold your breath.”

I laughed, and the entire group joined in. All the tension was gone.

“Shall we?” Hodin said, and led the way down the next corridor.
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The narrow stone pathway didn’t lead to a courtyard this time. Instead it stopped at the base of a 60-foot-tall pyramid, with a rough-hewn doorway constructed in the side.

“Go through it or over it?” Hodin asked.

“Meera, check it out for us,” I said.

Meera took flight – and immediately slammed into an invisible barrier along the side of the pyramid. She tried flying straight up and hit another one just eight feet above our heads.

“I can’t,” she exclaimed.

“They boxed us in,” the gnome griped. “There’s no way to go but through.”

“Then let’s get going,” Hodin said as he stepped into the dark passageway.

We followed him about thirty feet into a dark chamber, lit only by torches on the walls. As soon as we were all through the doorway, a stone slab slammed down into place, trapping us in the chamber. It was do or die from here on out.

The ceiling was high and sloped. In front of us was a floor made of sandstone with individual tiles about two feet square laid out in a grid. The chessboard pattern was at least a hundred feet long and wide, and stretched out into the shadows.

Curiously, each stone had a single letter of the alphabet carved into it. A, D, M, Y, Q, S, T, N, and more – but all the letters appeared at random.

Something about the setup seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

“What’s with the letters?” the gnome asked suspiciously.

“Maybe she’ll tell us,” the elf said and pointed.

Across the room, a female figure walked out from a pitch-black doorway and stood on a stone outcropping 15 feet above the floor. She wore a blood-red sleeveless dress that showed off her hourglass figure. Straight black hair fell down around her shoulders in a Cleopatra bob, and golden jewelry sparkled around her neck. She was fairly attractive – if you discounted the fact that she was dead. Her skin was grey and withered like the Ghouls, although her face still retained enough beauty to not be too repulsive.

Her ID tag read ‘Mesatrinoxubic.’

“What, was ‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’ not long enough?” the gnome asked out loudly.

“Meesa think Mesa got too long a name!” the Druid squeaked in a truly annoying voice.

“Ugh,” I muttered good-naturedly. “-1 for the Jar-Jar imitation.”

I checked out Mesatrinoxubic’s hit points and frowned. “Something’s wrong here, guys. She’s only got 200,000 hit points. After 500 for the Sphinx, 700 for the worm, and 1.5 million for the Sarlacc pit, she shouldn’t be just 200K.”

“Maybe the game’s taking it easy on us for once,” the Druid suggested.

“If you believe that, I’ve got some waterfront property in that last mini-boss courtyard to sell you,” the gnome said.

“Fools, you have disturbed my sleep,” the withered queen called out. “Now prepare to join me in eternal slumber.”

From a hole under the woman’s stone balcony, dozens of giant scarabs skittered across the stones towards us, their gold and green carapaces glittering in the torchlight.

“No big deal,” Hodin said as he stepped forward across the stones. “Just more bugs.”

I moved to restrain him.

“Wait – ” I said, but I wasn’t fast enough.

He got across the first two tiles, but the third broke away under his feet, sending him hurtling down out of sight.

We heard him scream, followed by an “UNH!” and a sound like somebody punching an icepick through a tin can.

“HODIN!” the entire group yelled at once. 

I dashed over the tiles the dwarf had safely crossed and looked down into the hole, only to be met with a ghastly sight.

Hodin’s body was impaled on one of dozens of four-foot-long spikes jutting up from the floor. The force of his fall had caused the steel spike to punch right through his armor and up out of his chest, suspending him midair on his back.

Even worse, hundreds of cobras slithered between the spikes, their twisting bodies thick as a black carpet.

Hodin looked up at me in agony. 

“…ouch…” he managed to joke, though it came out as more of a groan.

“Jaxos, heal him!” I shouted.

“I can’t – he’s not in my line of sight!” the Druid yelled.

“Then get over here, but don’t step on any other tiles but these two until we figure out which ones are safe!”

“You’ve got to move first!”

He was right – there wasn’t enough room on the tile for two of us at the same time.

Just as I was about to move, five cobras reared up around Hodin and savagely buried their fangs in his face.

I stumbled away from the nightmarish image and retreated so that Jaxos could take my place. 

The Druid looked down in the hole and flinched in horror, but started spewing yellow energy down into the darkness.

The only problem was, the scarabs had reached us. 

Even though the elf and I did our damnedest to stop them, the bugs swarmed Jaxos. He tried swatting them off to no avail. As they crawled up his body, he screamed and stumbled backwards in horror.

“NO, DON’T MOVE!” I yelled.

Jaxos got about two tiles away before one broke under his feet and he went plummeting down. His scream cut short by a meaty CHUNK as his body hit a spike.

“Shit!” I yelled, and tried to think.

We were wasting time with the minions and traps when we could be attacking the boss.

But how to get at her, when she was 15 feet over our heads?

Of course.

“Meera, kill that bitch!” I yelled.

Meera launched herself into the air, her fiery sword illuminating the darkness – 

The dead queen raised her arms, and red blasts of lightning shot out and zapped Meera midflight.

The angel screamed and fell, crashed into the floor, and disappeared as two tiles fell away beneath her body and she tumbled into darkness.

“MEERA, NO!” I screamed.

I prayed that goddamn Warlock trainer had sold me a good collar, otherwise I was going back to his shop and redeeming my guarantee by cutting off his fucking head.

“We’re sitting ducks out here!” the gnome yelled as the scarabs reached us. “I’m going for it!”

“No, wait, you’ll just fall in!”

The gnome got lucky. Five tiles held until he fell through.

“Shit, this is going to be a wipe,” the elf cursed through gritted teeth as she blasted the scarabs.

She was right. It was just me, her, and Stig now – and we were about to be overwhelmed by a dozen monstrous scarabs.

Stig was the first to go. He foolishly started running away, tripped one of the breakaway tiles, and fell screaming into the abyss.

The elf died next. The scarabs covered her until I could only see a few flashes of her orange robes.

I ignored the bugs and fired Soul Suck right at Mesatrinoxubic. Even as the scarabs dragged me down with their weight and began stabbing me with their razor-sharp mandibles, I still kept shooting off the spell.

But the amount of Health I sapped away from her wasn’t enough to counteract the damage being dealt to me.

Seconds later, everything went black and I woke up in the graveyard.

Hodin and his crew were standing there waiting for me amongst the tombstones.

“Well, that was unpleasant,” the dwarf remarked drily.

“Understatement of the year,” the elf said. 

“Come on, let’s go kick some undead Egyptian ass!” the gnome snarled.

“Hold on,” I said. “Let me get my guys back.”

I clicked Stig’s icon on my action bar. A poof of black smoke and my imp appeared next to me, perched on a tombstone like a particularly ugly raven.

I held my breath as I clicked the other icon – and exhaled in relief as a whirlwind of fire appeared and then dissipated, leaving Meera standing unharmed in front of me.

Although she looked pretty terrified.

“By the All-Father!” she shrieked, and looked down at her arms and hands in shock. “That was horrible!”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “Dying sucks.”

“All right, let’s go!” the gnome insisted.

“Wait,” Hodin said. “I got bit about ten times by cobras before I died, so I’ve got a -100 poison debuff.”

“I got bit, like, six times,” the Druid said.

“Me too,” the gnome groused.

“Let’s sit it out for five minutes while we recover,” Hodin suggested.

“Good idea,” I agreed. “Meanwhile we can try to figure out what the hell to do once we get back there. Any ideas about the tiles?”

“Actually,” the elf spoke up, “it reminded me of that scene in Last Crusade where Harrison Ford has to spell out ‘Jehovah.’ Remember that?”

That’s why the tiles had seemed so familiar. The game programmers had cribbed directly from the third Indiana Jones movie!

“Nice,” I said with real admiration. “So we’re probably safe as long as we stick to letters that are in her name. Which is probably why it’s so damn long.”

“Makes sense,” Hodin admitted.

“So just stick to the right tiles and we should be fine, right?” the gnome asked.

“Hopefully.”

We waited out the five minutes until everyone’s hit points recovered, then set out into the maze once more. We passed MC Escher Village and entered the first long corridor.

“You think the Sphinx’ll leave us alone since we already answered her first question?” the gnome asked.

Giant wings flapped above us, and then the Sphinx landed just 20 feet away.

“Guess not,” the gnome said glumly.

“Mortals,” the Sphinx said, “answer my riddle correctly and pass unmolested. Answer incorrectly and die.

“The one who makes it always sells it.

“The one who buys it never uses it.

“The one who uses it never knows he’s using it.

“You have one minute to answer my riddle.”

The countdown started.

“Well, shit,” the gnome muttered. “…LSD?”

“What?!” the elf yelled. “Why the hell would they make a riddle about LSD in OtherWorld?!”

“I’m just thinking outside the box!”

“It doesn’t even work – people who buy LSD use it!”

“…a blowjob?” the gnome asked hesitantly.

We continued bickering for the entire minute, but the counter ran down without us guessing the answer.

“Your time has elapsed,” the Sphinx said. “You have not guessed correctly. Prepare to die.”

“What, you’re not even going to tell us the answer?!” the gnome fumed. “Bitch!”

The Sphinx’s mouth opened wide, and rows of serrated teeth pushed out of her gums like a great white shark’s.

“Ohhhhh shit,” the Druid muttered.

“BITCH, CHILL!” Stig yelled.

“Probably not the best thing to say right now, bud,” I said as I cast my first Doomsday.

The battle raged hard and vicious. The Sphinx mauled us with both her jaws and teeth, and would occasionally fly over our heads to attack us from the other side. 

Most of us died multiple times, but not all at once, so it was relatively simple for the remaining four members of the group to stay alive until the fifth showed up again from the graveyard. If it was Stig or Meera who got killed, I just summoned them again on the spot. 

The elf and I gave our own lives several times to make sure that the Druid healer stayed alive. If he went down, the rest of the group wouldn’t last long.

Ten minutes after we started, we finally brought the Sphinx down for good. Her corpse plugged up the whole damn corridor and we had to crawl over her to get past.

But hey – I got a handful of Sphinx wing feathers worth two silver apiece.

Whoop de doo.

The Sarlacc pit was still alive – but once the entire courtyard had disappeared down its gullet, a series of walkways were revealed. They were carved into the stone walls and had been hidden ten feet under the sand. Using them, we were able to cross the entire expanse without a single problem from the giant mouth fifty feet below.

Then it was back into the pyramid.

The tiles had been reset and the floor was solid. Mesatrinoxubic and her scarabs were nowhere to be seen – yet.

As soon as we entered the room, the giant stone door slammed down, trapping us inside.

I found the nearest tile with an ‘M,’ held my breath, and stepped onto it.

It held.

I tried the same thing with a C, a T, and an X.

None of them budged.

“Yeah!” I whooped in triumph. “Stick to the letters in her name and you won’t have a problem!”

The undead pharaoh-ess came out of her shadowy alcove. 

“Fools, you have disturbed my sleep. Now prepare to join me in eternal slumber.”

“Hit her!” I yelled, and the group attacked. Hodin threw his hammer like Mjolnir and slammed her upside the head, then grabbed the weapon as it flew back to his hand. Brak crossed the room leaping from tile to tile. He got stopped by the scarabs when they appeared, but the elf and I helped keep him alive. Meera kept to the ground and torched bug after bug with her sword.

I was feeling pretty good. None of us had died yet and the scarabs were nearly dead. Now we would see what else Mesa had up her sleeve.

Turned out it was a bunch of sand.

A trapdoor in the ceiling slid open and sand began pouring in by the truckload.

“What the hell?!” I exclaimed.

The sand quickly formed a giant dune in the center of the floor. I was thinking about how we could maybe run up the dune and attack the queen when another slab opened in the ceiling… then another.

Sand spilled out across the floor, covering every single stone. Any of the scarabs left were buried alive. Within another ten seconds, we were up to our waists in it. Brak and Stig had to scramble to stay high enough to breathe.

“Watch it – she’s going to do something sneaky, I just know it!” I yelled.

And she did.

She walked out of the room.

Mesatrinoxubic retreated into her shadowy doorway, and a giant stone slab slammed down into place behind her, sealing us inside the chamber – which was rapidly filling up.

“What the hell?” I asked, shocked. Bosses didn’t just run away from a fight to let you drown in sand!

…normally.

“Get up there!” Hodin ordered. “We’ve got to get through that door!”

As soon as the sand got high enough – which was only a few seconds later – we scrambled up onto the rock outcropping and started attacking the stone slab.

Nothing had any effect. Not Hodin’s hammer, not my Darkbolts, not any of the elf Mage’s fire attacks.

Then the sand covered the rock outcropping.

We crawled up the growing dunes, trying to keep from being buried, but our breathing space was rapidly running out.

The torches snuffed out one by one as the sand covered them, and the chamber was thrown into darkness.

“NO!” the dwarf roared in frustration.

Sand closed around my body, fixing me in place.

Then it filled my mouth.

I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t see, and I couldn’t move.

My Breathing Bar ran down, just like I was underwater, and my hit points began to drop rapidly.

Seconds later I was dead.

I awoke in the graveyard alone, but every other member of the party appeared soon after. Well, except for Stig and Meera, whom I summoned in flashes of fire and smoke.

“What the hell do we do now?” the Druid asked in frustration.

“There has to be a trick to it,” I said. “We just have to go back and do it over again until we figure it out.”

And so we did.

Through MC Escher-land.

Over the dead Sphinx.

Past the Sarlacc.

Into the pyramid.

Same damn thing all over again.

“Fools, you have disturbed my sleep. Now prepare to join me in eternal slumber.”

Scarabs.

The chamber began to flood.

This time, though, the stream of sand crashed down on the Druid’s head. The big bear stumbled backwards, and immediately crashed through one of the tiles and was gone.

SHIT!

With our healer dead, we were going to wipe for sure.

Except… the sand started pouring down through the open hole he’d fallen through.

I stared.

Could it be…?

I reached over and touched my toe lightly on a tile marked ‘Y,’ one of the letters not in Mesatrinoxubic’s name.

The tile fell away. I yanked my foot back without losing my balance.

Sand began to cascade down through the hole.

That’s it! That’s the trick!

“Everybody – start knocking out the bad tiles with one foot, but don’t fall through!” I shouted.

“What?” Hodin asked.

“Just do it! Step on them lightly with one foot!”

My teammates began knocking out tiles one by one, and the sand began flowing into the pit below. I knew we were covering Jaxos, but he was already dead. 

More importantly, we were covering up all those stakes and cobras, and giving us time to kill Mesatrinoxubic before the sand swallowed us whole.

Except, before we could even get her down to 50% hit points, the bitch walked out again and the door slammed shut behind her.

“SHIT!”

“What do we do now?!” Hodin yelled.

I looked down at the pit below us. It was half-filled with sand, and all the spikes were long buried. 

Despite the cleverness of knocking out all the bad tiles, all we had done was extend our lives by a few minutes until the rest of the chamber filled up with sand, too. 

Unless…

Unless the answer is down THERE somewhere.

I grabbed one of the torches off the wall and jumped down into the pit.

“What are you doing?!” the elf shrieked.

I fell fifteen feet, hit the rapidly growing sand dune, and used the dim light of the torch to look around.

Nothing on that wall – nothing there – 

There.

An open doorway yawned in the stone wall ten feet above my head.

In less than a minute, the sand would be high enough for me to walk right into it.

“EVERYONE, DOWN HERE!” I yelled. “I FOUND THE WAY OUT!”

Seconds later everyone jumped down into the pit behind me. As soon as they saw the doorway, they roared with glee. 

Ten seconds later the sand was high enough that we could reach the bottom of the door with our hands. I boosted the gnome and Stig up; Meera just flapped her way in. Fifteen seconds later the elf, Hodin, and I scurried up the dune into the doorway.

As soon as we were all up on the edge, the sand stopped pouring and a tomblike quiet descended.

“Is that it?” Hodin whispered. “Isn’t she going to come after us?”

I lifted my torch and peered further into the darkness. There was a spiral stone staircase just ten feet away. “Only one way to find out.”

We ran up the steps as fast as we could, guided by hints of daylight at the top.

Seconds later we burst out into the sunshine on the opposite side of the pyramid. 

We’d survived.

“That’s it?! We don’t have to kill her?” Hodin exclaimed.

“I guess not,” I said. “Maybe it’s possible, but you can also just escape. Like we did with the Sarlacc pit.”

“But what about Jaxos?” the elf asked. “How the hell is he going to get back to us? We’re toast without a healer!”

“I’m glad I’m appreciated,” the Druid said as he appeared around the side of the pyramid, stumbling across its sloped surface.

“What the hell! How’d you get through?!”

“When I got to the pyramid door, there was a big stone slab locking me out – but the force field wasn’t there anymore, so I crawled over the side of the pyramid. How did you guys get out?”

After a quick explanation, we looked around at the empty courtyard we found ourselves in. The only thing left in the dungeon was a massive ziggurat, a tiered building that looked like a pyramid but was made of rectangular blocks instead of a smooth, sloping surface. A giant stone staircase stretched up one side, and a temple with columns sat at the very top.

Something was walking out of it.

It was a mummy-like figure with its torso and limbs wrapped in bandages – except that its head was bare, exposing a grey-skinned, red-eyed face. It wore a purple cape and a golden ceremonial headdress. It also looked powerfully built under its rags: broad shoulders, big chest, massive thighs and biceps.

“That is one jacked mummy,” the gnome noted.

“Looks a hell of a lot like Mumm-ra on steroids, doesn’t it?” Hodin remarked.

“+1 for the Thundercats reference,” I said.

“Think he’s going to be a pushover or a pain in the ass?” the Druid asked.

It was a truism that final bosses in dungeons were never the toughest. Usually one of the mini-bosses was far more difficult, and defeating the last boss was a matter of wearing him down without dying. 

However, it was a truism in the same way that ‘never go left’ was a truism. Sometimes the game developers liked to subvert it just to mess with you.

On the other hand, unless we wiped more than twice, it would be harder to top Mesa-whatever-her-name-was for difficulty.

“WHO DARES DISTURB THE SLEEP OF THAROS?” the mummy roared as it descended the stone stairway.

“Is that a blatant rip-off of ‘Thanos’ or just an unconsciously incompetent one?” the gnome asked.

“Somebody in the legal department must have brought up the similarity, so I’d go with blatant,” the elf said.

“YOU HAVE SURVIVED MY PRIESTS AND GUARDIANS, SO YOU ARE OBVIOUSLY POWERFUL – BUT YOU HAVE NEVER ENCOUNTERED ONE WITH THE MIGHT OF THAROS BEFORE!”

“Why didn’t they name him ‘Mummy-Ra’?” Hodin mused. “Or make it a chick and call her Mom-Ra?”

“Mom-Ra,” the gnome snickered to himself.

“Whoever owns Thundercats must have a better legal department,” the Druid suggested.

The elf rolled her eyes. “I hardly think Marvel Comics has second-rate lawyers.”

“Okay, whoever owns Thundercats must have a bored legal department,” the Druid amended.

“YOU HAVE WOKEN ME FROM MY TEMPLE… NOW PREPARE TO DIE!”

“Heads up, people – here he comes!” Hodin yelled.

The mummy didn’t bother walking down the rest of the steps – instead, it jumped from 50 feet up in the air.

When it hit the ground, a shockwave blasted through the air and knocked all of us to the ground.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig yelled as he leapt back up to his feet.

“That’s right – CHILL, bitch!” Hodin roared with laughter as he dashed in with his hammer.

The gnome went invisible with a whoosh and followed right behind him.

Meera flew fearlessly into battle, sword slashing through the air.

Meanwhile Stig, the elf, and I went to work. 

I alternated hitting the mummy with Doomsday, Darkfire, and Soul Suck. 

While I did some damage, Stig’s fireballs and the Fire Mage’s lava attacks were far more effective. The mummy’s bandages began to burn, and then his dried-out face caught fire.

“AAAAAGH!” he screamed in agony.

“Is that it?!” the Druid asked as he healed Hodin, who was taking massive damage from the mummy’s punches. “All we had to do was set him on fire?!”

“Don’t be fooled!” Hodin yelled as he threw the hammer right in Tharos’ face. “It’s probably just Stage One!”

End Bosses usually went through stages of attack. The first might be pure brute force, the second could be a magical attack, with the third being some form of transformation.

‘Mom-Ra’ didn’t disappoint. Or rather, I guess he did, since he stayed true to form.

The bandages burned up completely, along with the cape. The creature’s withered (but still ripped) body burned, too, turning into one giant, red-hot coal. Now he was a flaming demon with two bright pinpoints of light for eyes.

“YOU WILL PAY FOR YOUR AFFRONT TO THAROS!” he roared, and began spewing firehose-like blasts of flame.

“Ow!” the elf yelled as one slammed into her shoulder. I guess being a Fire Mage didn’t make her immune to fire’s effects – not when the attacks came from NPC monsters.

Stig started teleporting around the mummy, distracting him a bit.

“Careful, Stig!” I yelled as I pumped some more health back into Meera.

Our combined efforts yielded results, though. Nobody had died yet, and Tharos was down to 25% Health.

Then he upped his game a bit.

“I CALL UPON THE GODS OF DARKNESS FOR THEIR AID!”

Black clouds boiled above us. They began spinning in a funnel, and suddenly a tornado came roaring down from the sky. Sand blasted through the air, stinging my eyes and making it difficult to see.

‘Difficult to see’ is a relative term, though, considering what happened next.

The tornado enveloped the glowing coal of a monster. Suddenly he began to grow.

Fifteen feet tall… 20 feet tall… 30 feet tall…

In other words, very easy to see.

“Oh shit,” Hodin groaned.

By the time the tornado dispersed, the burning demon was 40 feet tall and loomed far above us.

“NOW FACE THE FULL MIGHT OF THAROS!” the monster roared, and began trying to stomp us.

The only thing was, his bigger size made him slower, so his attacks were easier to dodge. So: kind of scary at first, but not that impressive in the end.

Meera did an admirable job of flying around the monster’s head, sticking her sword in its face and then flying away. It might have been nothing more than an annoyance for the fiery colossus, but she was doing just as effective a job of drawing the boss’s aggro as Hodin was down on the ground.

We hammered away with more attacks until Tharos’ hit points dropped below 10,000. Then one of his feet turned dusty white, the way coals do in a barbecue grill when they finally burn out and die.

“This is it, people!” Hodin yelled. “Watch out!”

He threw his hammer at the monster’s leg, and the creature’s ankle shattered on impact.

“NOOOO!” the monster roared as it slowly tilted to one side, off-balance.

“Timberrrrrrr!” the gnome shouted gleefully.

The mummy began to fall, picking up speed – 

WHAM!

He hit the ground and shattered into a million glittering embers that skittered across the sand.

‘20,000 XP’ floated up in the air.

“YAAAAY!” everybody in the group cheered.

Suddenly I was enveloped in golden light. Trumpets blasted.

I had reached Level 15.

YES!

No new magical abilities like Soul Suck or Darkbolt, but I’d gained something else:

One new demon, coming right up.

Before I could check it out, though, an aristocratic voice spoke from the top of the ziggurat. “You have defeated the mighty Tharos, and therefore are entitled to the plunder of the ages. Come forward and make your choice.”

We all looked up. A two-foot-tall lizard man dressed in the ceremonial robes of an ancient Egyptian priest was standing at the top of the stairs.

“Hot damn, let’s go see what we got,” Hodin said, rubbing his steel-plated gloves together.

We raced to the top of the steps. There were a lot of them.

“Damn, couldn’t they have made this bitch a little taller?” the gnome huffed and puffed sarcastically as he struggled up the steps, which were nearly as tall as he was.

I almost told Meera to give him a ride to the top, then remembered all his comments about her jugs – so I just let him hoof it along with the rest of us.

Serves you right, you little perv.

When we got to the top of the ziggurat, the lizard looked at us placidly. “Each of you must make a choice as to which reward you wish: treasure or wisdom?”

“Wisdom?” the Druid said in surprise. “What the hell kind of a reward is that?”

“Fuck wisdom, gimme treasure,” the gnome said greedily.

The lizard nodded and produced a golden knife out of the sleeve of its robe.

 

Blade of Tharos

110-130 Damage

+35 Agility

+40 Stamina

+25 Critical Strike

Worth: 2 gold

 

“Holy shit, not bad,” the gnome said gleefully.

He had cause to be happy. Rogues used two knives, one in each hand – so in the course of one dungeon, he’d upgraded both his weapons substantially.

The Druid and Hodin both chose treasure, and each received a bitchin’ reward: the Druid got a staff that gave him +50 Intellect, and Hodin scored a golden war axe with 350 Damage and a buttload of stats.

I hesitated when the lizard came to me. I wasn’t quite as contemptuous of ‘wisdom’ as my teammates. It might be something that could help me out in the future.

However, ‘wisdom’ wasn’t going to pay off my debts to a certain goblin mob boss, either.

“Treasure,” I decided. I would be grinding this dungeon enough over the days and weeks to come; I could choose Wisdom later.

The lizard handed over a ring. At first I was disappointed until I saw the stats.

 

Ring of Tharos

+60 Intellect

+40 Stamina

+20 Haste

Worth: 2 gold

 

Holy shit.

Between the ring and the necklace I’d gotten earlier, I’d almost doubled my Intellect and Stamina stats. Which meant I’d become much more powerful and harder to kill just from one dungeon run. Not to mention the extra Haste would make it a little bit faster to cast my spells.

I slipped on my newest acquisition and checked my stats just to be sure.

 

Level 15

 

Health 580

Mana 1910

Intellect 208

Stamina 169

Armor 43

 

Necklace of Ra’nath: +40 Intellect, +20 Stamina

 

Shoulders: +3

Cloak of the Northern Wastes: +6 Armor, +10 Intelligence, +15 Stamina

Shirt: +3

Vest: +5

Bracers: +3

Pants: +5

Belt: +4, +3 Intelligence

Boots of the Yeti: +10 Armor, +12 Intelligence, +20 Stamina

Gloves: +4

Rings: +4 Intelligence, +6 Critical Strike

Ring of Tharos: +60 Intellect, +40 Stamina, +20 Haste

 

Trinkets: +7 Critical Strike, +5 Haste

 

Scepter of the Servant: 

+40 Intelligence

+20 Stamina

+10 Critical Strike

 

Critical Strike: 7.5%

Haste: 4.5%

 

Not bad, indeed.

The elf was the last to choose, and she stood there looking conflicted.

“What – are you seriously thinking of choosing ‘wisdom’?” the gnome asked.

“Shut up,” the elf said.

“But look at all the cool stuff!” the gnome protested, holding up his golden knife.

“I’m thinking.”

“Study long, study wrong,” the Druid teased her.

“Wisdom,” the elf said finally.

The gnome groaned.

The lizard priest nodded and gestured back towards the temple behind him. Beyond the columns, a shadowy passageway flickered with the dim light from a single torch. 

“You and you alone may enter the Temple of Tharos. Take the Light of Knowledge and go and see the Oracle, and she shall bestow upon you her wisdom of the ages. But tell no one what you see or hear within.”

The elf nodded and walked towards the open doorway.

The gnome grunted in displeasure. “What kind of ‘her and her alone’ bullshit is this? There’s not even a door to hold you back. Screw this, I’m gettin’ some wisdom, too!”

He cloaked with a whoosh and ran across the top of the ziggurat, his footprints appearing in the thin layer of sand scattered across the stone floor. He passed the elf, rustling her robes, and made straight for the doorway – 

TZAAAP!

The gnome sparked with electricity, came out of cloaking, and got catapulted back through the air ten feet where he slammed back down on the roof of the ziggurat.

The entire group laughed at him.

“Didja get your wisdom, Brak?” the Druid taunted. “Was it ‘Don’t go places they tell you not to?’”

“Screw you guys,” the gnome said unhappily as he stumbled to his feet. “Ow…”

“See you soon,” the elf said. She passed effortlessly through the open doorway, took the single torch from the wall, and disappeared into the darkness.

I had to admit, I was pretty damn curious to know what she was going to find back there.

Although I wasn’t sure ‘wisdom’ was worth the two gold I could get reselling one of the lizard priest’s artifacts.

We waited around a couple of minutes, just chatting about the dungeon’s mini-bosses and admiring our haul, when the elf finally reappeared. She had a puzzled look on her face.

“So? What was it?” the gnome prodded.

“Speak of it to no one,” the priest instructed her again.

“You heard the lizard,” the elf said. “Can’t tell you, Shorty.”

“Aw, man,” the gnome grumbled, then whispered, “Tell me when we get out of here.”

“You may now depart in peace,” the lizard said, and gestured down at the courtyard, where ten feet of the sandstone walls melted away like an LSD trip. “May the gods bless you.”

We made our way down to the opening and stepped through to the other side of the wall, back out into the open desert. As soon as we did, the wall magically resealed behind us.

“Sweet,” Hodin said. “That was a pretty good dungeon.”

“Pretty good?” the gnome hooted, then pulled out both his flashy new knives. “Tell that to my leeeetle friends!”

“Leeeetle friends for a leeeetle man,” the elf said.

“Hey – what’d you see in there?” the gnome asked.

She shook her head. “You heard the lizard.”

“Aw, COME ON! What’s he gonna do, suck the info back out of your head?”

“Nope. You got your knife. You don’t get to hear my wisdom.”

“MAN – ”

Hodin turned to me and extended one steel-plated gauntlet. “Ian, it’s been a pleasure.”

I shook his hand. “Same here. Thanks for inviting me.”

“No problem.” Hodin and the others all waved their hands, and various land-based mounts magically appeared: two horses, an ostrich, and a thing that looked like a triceratops. “We’re heading out. You want to join us for a while?”

I winced. It was tempting – they were a pretty fun group, notwithstanding the elf’s attitude and the gnome’s horndog-ness – but I had way too much on my plate to go questing.

“Thanks, but I’ve gotta grind this dungeon until I pay off some debts.”

“Alright,” the dwarf said as he climbed into the saddle on one of the horses. It was something of a process, seeing how tall the horse was and how short Hodin was. “I’ll put you on our Friends list, if that’s cool.”

“Absolutely. I’ll do the same,” I said, and pulled up my computer menu and selected all of their names.

“If we ever run across you again, we’ll have to do another dungeon dive.”

“Count on it.”

“See ya, Ian!” the gnome said from atop his ostrich.

“You too, Shorty.”

“See ya, Sugar Tits!” the gnome grinned at Meera and waggled his bushy eyebrows.

She scowled and lit up her flaming sword.

FWOOSH.

“Or not,” the gnome said in alarm as he backed his ostrich away.

“Bye, Ian!” the Druid called from his saddle on the Triceratops.

“Don’t get too drunk,” the elf smirked from atop her horse.

“After hanging around you all day, I have to,” I said, though I said it with a smile.

“See you!” Hodin yelled, and all four of them took off across the desert sands.

DAMN I’ve got to get to Level 20 and get me one of those…

“What shall we do now?” Meera asked. “Do you wish to reenter the dungeon?”

I looked back at the giant sandstone walls. Now that I knew all the secrets within, I wasn’t exactly itching to go back inside.

I brought up my Bag windows and saw nearly every single slot was stuffed to the brim with worm glands, Sphinx feathers, and scarab carapaces. I wouldn’t have room for any more loot unless I offloaded some first.

“No, let’s go sell my stuff first and get a new bag. Then we can celebrate.”

Meera beamed happily – until I brought out my bottle of rum and uncorked it.

“Why do you have to drink that?” she asked reproachfully.

“Because the celebration’s starting now.”

Stig held up his hands like a toddler wanting ‘up.’ “You got a bottle for me, right, boss?”

I reached in my bag and passed down the rum I’d bought for him. “What, you don’t have to babysit me anymore?”

“Not as long as we’re not sleeping in the gutter tonight.”

“Oh, you’re definitely not sleeping in the gutter tonight,” Meera said, then smiled bashfully at me. “In fact, you might not be sleeping at all.”

…oh, yeah…

Another evening with Meera should have been something to look forward to – Stage Two of the celebration, you might say – but I was filled with apprehension.

I thought of my action bar, and had to restrain myself from checking Alaria’s icon.

Fuck it, she’s gone. Good riddance, I thought bitterly.

Then I remembered something.

Wait – Level 15 – I just got another demon!

I pulled my Warlock summoning book out of my bag and opened its scuffed-up leather binding. 

That simple action brought me back to when I’d first summoned Alaria. I felt a sharp pang in my heart, but I ignored it.

Sure enough, new words had appeared on the pages within. I sat down, placed the open book on the sand, and began reading aloud, trusting the game to put the correct pronunciations in my mouth and to guide my hands in the necessary arcane movements. 

As I spoke, my shadow began to move across the sand like water, as did Meera’s and Stig’s. All the shadows joined together and floated into the air, where they formed a five-foot-tall, black dust devil.

“…what’s going on?” Meera whimpered.

I ignored her as I continued my spell.

The Soul Counter appeared in my upper left-hand vision. Apparently I had killed enough yetis and wolves in the Northern Wastes and scarabs, cobras, trolls, sandworms, and sphinxes here in the dungeon, because the number flashed and began dropping rapidly. 

Small forks of purple lightning sparked inside the whirlwind, and it picked up speed until it was kicking up a miniature sandstorm.

There was one final bolt of lightning and crack of thunder. The whirlwind dissipated, and something circular dropped down amidst a cascade of falling sand.

I leaned over and fished the half-buried object out of the dust. It was a collar made of a massive iron chain. The metal bars that formed the circular links were an inch in diameter, and the whole thing weighed at least ten pounds.

Everything else was back to normal. The sun was shining, there was no wind, and the only shadows were those cast by our bodies.

“What did you just do?” Meera demanded fearfully.

“I had to forge a collar that will control whatever demon I summon.”

“Why do you need another demon? You have me and the imp,” she said distastefully as she glanced down at Stig.

Stig just gave her the ‘OK’ sign and fwap-fwap-fwapped his finger through it.

“More demons means more allies to help with the dungeon,” I said as I placed the collar on the sand and sat down again in front of the book.

“What are you doing NOW?” Meera whined.

This was getting old fast.

“I have to summon the demon and bind it,” I growled.

“I really don’t think this is a good idea – more demons in the world is never a good idea. Why can’t you just – ”

“Meera? Shut up,” I snapped.

Her leather collar glowed, and suddenly her mouth clamped shut.

Ahhhhh. Silence.

She glared at me but I ignored her.

“Just stand there and don’t do anything,” I ordered, figuring she might ignite her fire sword and start wreaking havoc.

She pouted but didn’t move a muscle.

I began reading the book again. This time tendrils of sand sprouted up from the ground like cobras and began to twist and spin in a column. It was like watching a pottery wheel, but one that used sand instead of clay, and with a pair of invisible hands fashioning the object’s shape. 

The column grew in size until it was ten feet tall. As I finished the last incantation, the spinning stopped and the sand fell back to earth like a curtain, revealing an intimidating figure.

 He was a big bugger all right, at least eight feet tall. A muscular brute with thick brown fur over every inch of his body. His face looked something like a gorilla’s, with big brown eyes under scowling brows. His mouth was full of inch-long, snaggle-toothed fangs. He wore a tattered blue tunic crisscrossed with the same type of iron chains that made up the collar now around his neck. He had giant ram’s horns curling from the sides of his head, and two massive bat wings on his back.

ALRIGHT! Finally some muscle to beat the crap out of my enemies!

The monster looked around in fury until its eyes found me.

“YOU SUMMONED ME HERE, YOU PIECE OF FILTH?!”

Okay, sort of an attitude, though.

“Watch it, bud,” I snapped.

“YOU WATCH ‘IT,’ WHATEVER ‘IT’ IS! I WILL NOT WATCH ‘IT’!” he howled, like I’d actually instructed him to keep an eye on a watermelon or something.

“Just quiet down,” I ordered.

“I WILL NOT QUIET DOWN, WARLOCK SCUM!”

“Then SHUT THE FUCK UP!” I bellowed right back at him.

The change in the demon’s demeanor was instantaneous.

It shrank down and cowered like a puppy I’d rapped it on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper.

“…sorry,” it whimpered in a scared voice.

I stared at him in shock. He’d gone from King Kong to Wugsley the Pug in two seconds flat.

“You are seriously that wimpy?” I asked in disbelief.

“I’m not wimpy,” the demon protested. “I’m just sensitive.”

“…what?!”

“You were mean to me,” the demon whined. “You hurt my feelings.”

“Jesus,” I groaned.

“Oh – is that Jesus?” Meera asked in surprise, pointing at the demon.

“No it’s not Jesus,” I snapped. “It’s – what’s your name, anyway?”

“Blutus,” the monster said.

Like Bluto from Popeye crossed with the man who killed Julius Caesar. 

A good, badass name.

Too bad it was wasted on this guy.

I sighed and stepped forward to free him – 

And then reconsidered.

The collar around Meera’s neck had proved awfully convenient today. I’d had to put up with 99% less shit from her because of it.

And she didn’t mind the collar. Hell, she’d asked for it.

Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to keep Blutus’s collar on him, too. 

You know… just for a little while.

I knew it was shitty of me to even be thinking about keeping him enslaved, but at the moment I had an impressive capacity for shitty rationalizations.

After all, if Blutus decided I was so mean that he wanted to leave, he wasn’t going to be much help in the dungeon, now was he?

Plus it might be better for everybody involved. 

Take Dorp, for instance.

(As soon as I thought of how I’d treated the blue demon, I winced and pushed the thought out of my mind.)

If I had kept a collar on Dorp, I could have just ordered him to be quiet all the time, and none of that unpleasantness would have ever happened.

Of course, if you hadn’t been a drunken DICK, none of that unpleasantness would have happened, either.

I pushed that thought out of my mind, too.

Then I thought of Alaria and winced again.

If I’d never taken that damn collar off her, she would have never broken my heart.

And she wouldn’t have ever fallen in love with you, either. Not to mention that if you hadn’t tried to change her by going behind her back, she wouldn’t have LEFT you, asshole.

I kept wrestling with my scruples, going back and forth.

I knew what was right. I just didn’t want to admit it.

I was right on the verge of giving in and doing the decent thing when Stig spoke up.  

“You’re not going to free him?”

I could hear the alarm in his voice. It was like a pin pricking my conscience. 

Or an ugly-ass Jiminy Cricket pointing out what a douche I was being.

And it made me angry.

All the alcohol, guilt about Dorp, and anger at Alaria didn’t help, either.

“Do you want another Dorp on our hands?” I shot back.

“…no…” he murmured, conflicted.

“Then be happy I’m not taking it off him yet. I’ll free him when he earns it.”

“You’ll free me?” Blutus said, both hope and wonder in his voice.

“When you earn it,” I repeated, trying to beat down my guilt by acting more like a dick. “You’re going to help me grind this dungeon and get as much gold out of it as possible – got it?”

“Okay,” Blutus said gratefully, like I was doing something nice for him instead of treating him like shit. Which made me feel even worse.

“Alright,” I grumbled, “let’s go.”

“He’s coming HOME with us?!” Meera shrieked.

“Yeah, so?” I snapped.

She stared at Blutus and wrinkled her nose. “It’s just… he’s… a demon.”

“Yeah, that’s what Warlocks summon,” I said sarcastically.

“And he’s so big. And…”

“And what?”

She traced her finger shyly across her collar and flashed me her big doe eyes. “I was hoping we would have some privacy tonight when we… do things.”

This time her words and tone of voice had the desired effect. (Probably because I was looking for any excuse to stop feeling bad about Blutus.) The crotch of my pants got a little tighter as I watched her caress the collar.

Then I looked back at my new demon.

He was eight feet tall and 400 pounds of muscle. Not really what I wanted hanging out in the next room while I was banging Meera.

“Yyyyyeah… you’re going to stay out here tonight,” I told the big brute.

Meera squealed and clapped her hands like an excited five-year-old.

“What?!” Blutus yelped. “But – but it’s going to get dark!”

“You’ll be fine,” I said as I started walking away.

“But the dark is scary!”

Seriously? 

First Dorp the helium-voiced fanboy, and now Blutus the giant crybaby?

“That’s what you get for calling me human filth!” I shouted over my shoulder.

“I’m sorry!” he moaned.

“Boss,” Stig said reproachfully as he followed along beside me.

“We’re not taking him home.”

“I’m sorrrrrry!” Blutus called out pitifully.

“He could go spend the night inside the city,” Stig suggested.

“He’ll be fine. Look at him. Nobody’s going to bother him.”

“Yeah, but – ”

“I’m so, SO sorrrrrrryyyyy!” Blutus bawled.

GOD. He was making me feel worse and worse by the second.

“SHUT UP!” I yelled.

“…sorry,” Blutus said in a tiny little voice.

“Come on, boss,” Stig pleaded.

“No. I need him here bright and early tomorrow morning when we start grinding, and I don’t want to go looking all over Exardus for him.”

“Just tell him to be here when the sun comes up,” Stig suggested.

“Yes! Yes, I could be here at sunup!” Blutus yelped.

I stopped… sighed… and then scowled at Stig. “You’re friggin’ annoying sometimes, you know that?”

“Yes, boss,” he said, though he shook his head ‘no.’

I turned back to Blutus. “Alright, you’re free to go spend the night in Exardus – but I want you out by the main gate of the dungeon as soon as the sun comes up, you hear me?”

“Yes – oh, yes, thank you!” Blutus said gratefully.

“Why don’t you give him a couple silver so he can stay the night in an inn?” Stig suggested.

“What?! Why would I do that?!”

Stig shrugged. “It would be the nice thing to do.”

“You and I slept in the gutter! He can sleep in the gutter!”

“You and me were drunk, boss. I don’t think you want him getting drunk.”

I looked back at the eight-foot-tall, fur-covered Arnold Schwarzenegger. 

No, I most definitely did not want him getting soused.

Although he was probably a weepy drunk, judging by his behavior over the last few minutes.

I hesitated… then made my decision.

“No. We need every silver to pay off Varkus.”

“Not even for alcohol?” the imp asked craftily.

I glared at him. He was calling me a hypocrite – and he was right.

Not that that mattered to me at the moment.

I was about to let loose at him when he continued, “You know, boss… even though I’m free, I helped you in the dungeon. But you’re not paying me, so it’s like I’m still a slave.”

My anger flared up even hotter – because I knew he was right again, and it made me feel even guiltier. “What, so now you want me to pay you?!”

“No, no,” the imp said, putting his hands out calmly. “Just maybe give the new guy a couple of silvers for an inn, that’s all.”

I scowled down at Stig.

Jiminy Cricket was a pain in my ass.

I reached in my bag, fished out a couple of coins, stomped over, and slapped them in Blutus’s hand. “You are to use that money ONLY for an inn – understand?”

“Yes,” Blutus said happily.

Stig cleared his throat. “Maybe some food?”

I shot more eye-daggers at Stig, then pulled out another silver coin. “And THIS is for food. That’s IT. And you’re going to be out here as soon as the sun comes up – understand?”

“Oh, yes master, thank you, thank you,” Blutus said, almost weepy with gratitude. 

“And don’t call me ‘master,’” I barked.

“Isn’t that what you are?” Blutus asked innocently.

Shit.

“Just – go and get a room at an inn,” I spluttered, and stomped off in the opposite direction. “And don’t drink any alcohol!”

“Yes, mas– uh, sir!” Blutus said cheerfully.

I walked grumpily back towards Exardus with Meera and Stig falling in line beside me.

“Thanks, boss,” Stig said.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered as I took out my bottle of rum and took a big swig. “Let’s go unload my stuff, get a new bag, and take the rest of the day off.”
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I decided to keep my necklace and ring – the added Intellect stats were just too good to give up – but I sold off the rest of my loot to a dwarf merchant in Exardus. 

All those worm glands and Sphinx tails and cobra fangs, in addition to the coins I’d scavenged from all the dead trolls, added up to a kingly sum of – 

…1 gold and 38 silver.

Not the worst haul ever, but I wasn’t going to pay off Varkus doing one dungeon run a day, that was for sure.

“What have you got in the way of bags?” I asked the NPC merchant. I figured I should get as many as I could so I didn’t have to keep running back to Exardus to unload after each dungeon dive.

“Why, the best assortment in all of Exardus!” the dwarf blustered. “Hand-crafted bags, made of the finest – ”

“Yeah, yeah,” I interrupted, “how much for a 10, 15, and 20-slot bag?”

“A man with no time for small-talk – I respect that,” he said, though he was obviously pissed I’d interrupted him. “Two gold for the 10, five gold for the 15, and ten gold for the 20-slot.”

If I’d been drinking a beer I would have done a spit-take. “WHAT?! That’s, like, twice the normal prices everywhere else!”

The dwarf hrmphed. “I have the best prices in all of Exardus!”

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” I grumbled, then turned to Stig and Meera. “Come on, let’s go.”

I found a human merchant with a small hand-drawn cart filled with bags. The only problem was he had the exact same prices as the dwarf.

“Goddammit, they’re charging a markup because we’re so close to a dungeon,” I seethed.

You were only allowed five bags on your person in OtherWorld, so it was to your benefit to have as many bags as possible to carry loot – otherwise you had to start discarding items in order to cram more valuable stuff in. Having only one or two bags necessitated a form of capitalist triage, deciding what the least valuable items were and throwing those away first.

The reason the 20-slot bags were five times as expensive as the 10-slots was because space was at a premium on long dungeon grinds. If you had only 50 slots (5 bags x 10 slots apiece) instead of 100 (5 x 20 slots), you were going to have to start performing capitalist triage a whole lot earlier. By the time you’d chucked 70 gold in artifacts in some of the more lucrative dungeons, you would be ruing the day you skimped out and got 10-slots instead of 20-slot bags.

And God help you if you were like me and only had two bags at 10 slots apiece. 

Yet I didn’t even have enough cash for the smallest bag, let alone the three that I wanted.

Although… I DID sort of have a sugar momma…

I turned to Meera. “Could I borrow 30 gold from you? I’ll pay you back.”

The collar glowed and she reached for her silk purse.

“Wait, no – hold on,” I said, and unsnapped her collar.

Her eyes widened in surprise and she looked sad. “Why did you do that?!”

“Because I don’t want to force you to give me the money. If you loan it to me, I want you to do it willingly.”

“Of course I will!” she said, and handed over three ten-gold pieces as the bag merchant drooled.

Part of me knew that she was just as enslaved by her feelings for me as she was by the collar, but I wasn’t exactly following the dictates of my better nature today.

“Thanks,” I told her, then turned to the bag merchant. “What can I get on trade-in for two 10-slot bags?” 

“I’ll give you one gold apiece.”

He was selling them for two gold, but I didn’t begrudge him. Buy for a dollar, sell for two.

“Give me 20 more gold, will you?” I asked Meera. “I’m gonna max out what I can carry.”

She happily handed over two more ten-gold pieces, which I handed to the bag merchant along with my two empty bags. 

In return, he handed back five bags and 2 gold pieces for the trade-ins.

“A pleasure doing business with you, sir!” he crowed.

“Yeah, I’ll bet it was,” I grumbled as I clipped the bags to my belt.

I had started the day 4000 in debt. 

Then I bought a collar, ran a dungeon, and was now 4550 in debt – not just to a mobster, but also an angel.

Well, 4550 minus 3 gold and 38 silver.

I wasn’t feeling particularly good about my financial status at the moment.

I held out the remaining gold and silver to Meera. “Here, I owe you 546 gold and change.”

She shook her head. “Keep it.”

“No, I can’t – ”

“I’ll take it if she doesn’t want it,” the bag merchant offered jokingly. 

“Go away,” I snapped at him, and he did.

“I really don’t mind,” Meera said. “Keep the money.”

Welllll… if she INSISTS…

“I only ask one thing,” the angel continued.

“What’s that?”

“Please put the collar back on me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“I… I like wearing it,” she murmured and blushed.

“You didn’t seem to like it when I told you to be quiet.”

She thought for a second. “Part of the reason I like it is because of the frustration. That you do what you want. You take what you want. I am forced to give up control to you… and I like it,” she said, blushing even deeper.

Huh. Kinky kinky.

“Okay,” I said, placing the collar back around her neck and snapping the ends together.

She sighed contentedly when it was back in place and traced her finger along it with a smile.

“Well, the least I can do is take you and Stig out to dinner, then.”

“Actually,” she said, “may I make another request?”

The girl had just bought me five 20-slot bags. I figured she was entitled to as many requests as she wanted.

“What?”

“I would like to eat at home so that I might serve you. Besides, the chefs who work in my building are amongst the finest in Exardus,” she said, really trying to sell the arrangement. “You would be hard-pressed to find a better meal at any restaurant or inn.”

I shrugged. “Okay. Sure, why not.”

She beamed happily, and we set off for her building.

Dinner was a lavish affair, with sautéed scallops and lobster, tender vegetables, and a desert of honeyed pastries. I drank heavily, as did Stig in his high chair. Baby finally got his bottle.

After the servants came and spirited the dishes away on carts, Meera excused herself to the bathroom.

I remained at the table with Stig, trying not to make eye contact. I was afraid he would bring up Blutus and why I’d opted not to free him.

He didn’t… at least not directly.

“You okay, boss?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said crossly. “Why?”

“You seem a little… not you.”

“Well, I’m definitely me. Nobody’s possessed me,” I joked.

“We’d have to take you to a witch doctor if they did,” Stig said seriously.

I just frowned at him from the corner of my eye, and we sat there in more silence.

Then he brought Blutus up.

“I wonder what the new guy’s doin’.”

“Sitting in an inn, eating a meal,” I snapped. “With my money.”

“More like the angel’s money,” Stig muttered under his breath.

“What?!” I said, though I’d heard him perfectly.

Stig ignored the question and went right for the jugular. “Why didn’t you free him, boss?”

Ah. There it was.

“I already told you – remember Dorp?” I snarled.

“He’s not as annoying as Dorp.”

“That you KNOW of. Who knows how annoying he could be? Dorp wasn’t annoying right out of the gate.”

“Yes he was.”

“…okay,” I admitted, “he kind of was. But Blutus was all whiny and shit. Did you really want to listen to that all night?!”

“That still doesn’t mean you can’t – ”

“Meera likes wearing a collar!” I interrupted. “She’s fine with it!”

“Yeah, but she’s weird.”

“Ye– w– ” I stuttered, unable to contradict him. “Well you’re not exactly normal, either!”

“She likes it because of – ” Stig said derisively as he fwap-fwap-fwapped the OK symbol with one finger.

“Would you stop doing that?”

“Alaria used to – ” fwap-fwap-fwap “ – with you without the collar.”

My face went pale at the mention of her name.

“Alaria didn’t like the collar,” Stig said softly.

“Well
SHE’S
not
HERE, IS SHE?!” I shouted as I stood up.

Stig hunched over in fear. “S-sorry, boss.”

Seeing Stig shrink down in the highchair made me feel like I was yelling at a frightened toddler – which made me feel sick. I quickly got ahold of my anger.

“Whatever,” I muttered. I turned back towards the bedroom, desperate to get away from this conversation. “What’s taking her so long? MEERA!”

“In here, Master,” the angel’s voice called out.

“What’re you doing in there?!”

“I require your help, Master.”

Ahhh… a reason not to hang out with Stig any longer.

“Sorry,” Stig repeated quietly.

“Forget it,” I said, not looking back at him.

I walked into the bedroom. There were no candles burning, and everything inside the room was dark enough that it took a couple of seconds for my eyes to adjust.

A rectangle of moonlight from the bay window stood out brightly among the shadows. Kneeling on the floor in the patch of light was Meera – without a stitch of clothing on except the collar.

She was absolutely stunning in the moonlight. Her skin was porcelain and flawless. Her breasts stood out firm and full from her chest, with her small, round nipples dark against the milky perfection of her skin. Her hair fell in platinum cascades around her shoulders, robbed by the moonlight of their normal golden sheen. Her wings, which were folded on her back, almost seemed to radiate a supernatural light. The only part of her that actually did glow – the halo over her head – was almost completely lost in the luminous sheen of the moonlight.

I froze in place. Well, most of me did. One particular part was growing quite rapidly. 

And all thoughts of Stig and Alaria had been instantaneously wiped from my brain.

“Meera… what’s going on?”

She looked up at me dolefully. “I was a bad girl today.”

Actually, she’d been a pretty good girl, all things considered. But I wasn’t about to argue with a hot naked blonde.

“Uh huh,” I murmured, entranced by her beauty.

“I deserve to be punished,” she said in a breathy voice.

“Uh huh,” I repeated, staring at her lovely breasts. “And how should I do that?”

“Any way that you see fit… Master.”

My time with the frost elves had taught me a few tricks in the ‘punishment’ department, so I was kind of looking forward to this.

But first I needed to get rid of a certain imp.

I stuck my head around the corner. “Hey Stig?”

“Yeah, boss?” he asked, twisting around in his highchair.

“I need you to get lost for a couple of hours. Actually… make it all night.”

“You want me to go sleep out on the street?!” he asked in shocked indignation.

I reached in my bag, pulled out a piece of gold, and flipped it through the air with my thumb.

Stig caught it and stared with wide eyes at the golden coin.

“Go find the new guy and have some fun,” I ordered. “But not too much fun. Just be back down at the dungeon tomorrow morning at sunrise.”

“Yes, boss!” he said gleefully, jumped down from the highchair, and raced out of the apartment on all fours.

I returned to the bedroom and sat down on the bed, although I had to reach in my pants and adjust myself first. Then I patted my legs.

“Get up here and lie on my lap,” I growled sternly.

I didn’t feel stern at all, but I knew that was what she wanted – the fantasy. 

It was part of the performance. Kinky kabuki.

She quickly stood up. I watched, drooling, as her breasts jiggled and swayed. 

Then I caught myself and regained my composure. Wouldn’t do to have Mr. Discipline gawping like an idiot.

She lay down across my lap, her upper body on one side, her long legs on the other. Her firm stomach pressed against my thighs, and her delicious ass jutted up into the air. 

I could feel the warmth of her naked skin against my legs, and my cock swelled a little bit more. 

“Like this?” she asked demurely.

“On all fours,” I commanded, though it took a lot of effort to keep the wonder out of my voice and the authoritarian tone in. Her ass alone was enough to strike most men dumb in admiration.

She got up on her knees and braced herself on straight arms, which allowed her breasts to hang down heavy and full from her body. I could only see her left breast, but it was absolutely perfect. Her little pink nipple was the cherry on top of the most perfect scoop of vanilla ice cream ever.

I wanted to reach out and cup her breast in my hand – to feel her full, heavy weight in my palm – to touch her nipple and feel it stiffen under my fingertips – 

Jesus.

It was going to be hard not to touch her.

Hell, something was hard already, and I’d barely touched her at all.

“Like this?” she asked again hesitantly.

“Yes, like that,” I snarled, and took a second to drink her in again before I continued the performance. “You were a bad, bad girl today.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“Do you know what happens to bad girls?”

“…they get spanked,” she said breathlessly.

“That’s right. They get spanked. But you’re going to get a special punishment for being so bad.”

She looked at me over her shoulder, her eyes wide with both fear and glee. “What?”

“I didn’t say to look at me,” I barked.

She went back to staring at the bed. “Yes, Master.”

“Now… I’m going to do one of two things. I’m either going to touch you very lightly and pleasurably… or I’m going to spank you. Hard. And you’re not going to know which one I’m going to do.”

It was a little trick I’d picked up from Eluun during her time with me and Alaria. The anticipation and uncertainty were part of the erotic thrill – the spankee not knowing whether she was going to get pleasure or pain.

Plus, I would get to touch Meera softly, which was something I enjoyed.

It might not have been exactly what she wanted, but too fucking bad. I wasn’t really into spanking, so if I was going to do this, I was going to have a little fun, too.

Meera almost immediately tried to contradict me. “I think I should just be spa– ”

WHAP!

I struck her ass with the flat of my palm. The jiggle of her flesh was amazing.

“AH!” she half-gasped, half-cried out.

“You dare to tell me how to discipline you?” I snarled.

“No, Master,” she whimpered. “I’m sorry, Master.”

“You’re going to be sorry, that’s for sure,” I growled. “Now – tell me all the ways you were a bad girl today.”

“Well… I talked back to you…”

I let my fingers lightly trace over her ass, the barest whisper of a caress. 

Her skin was softer than silk.

“Ohhhhh,” I heard her moan.

WHAP!

“OH!” she cried out.

“Good girls don’t talk back, do they?”

“No,” she whispered and shook her head, her long hair hiding her face from view.

I was silent and didn’t move.

I knew she was anticipating something – pain or pleasure – but I made her wait.

And wait.

And wait.

After about 20 seconds, she couldn’t take it anymore. “Master, shouldn’t you – ”

WHAP!

“AH!” she cried out.

“What did I tell you about mouthing off about how I discipline you?” I snapped.

But as I said it, I traced my fingers lightly over her ass again.

I could feel the warm glow of where I’d struck her. The outline of my hand was a dark flush on her otherwise porcelain skin.

“Unnnhhhhh… I’m… sorry, Master,” she moaned as I traced lightly over the perfect swell of her ass.

“Sorry for what?”

“…sorry… for talking back to you…”

I let my fingers drift down lightly between her cheeks, caressing her pussy like a feather.

Holy SHIT.

She was drenched already.

Her lips weren’t just a little damp, but literally dripping.

I slowly moved my fingertips across her skin, so lightly that I was barely touching her. Her wetness was the only contact between her skin and mine.

“Unnnnnnhhhh…” she groaned, and she lowered her head all the way to the bed in bliss.

WHAP!

“AH!” she yelped, her head jerking up, her hair whipping through the air.

“How else were you a bad girl?” I asked, and didn’t touch her at all.

“I… I was impatient.”

I still didn’t touch her. “What else?”

“I… I didn’t always follow instructions exactly.”

Still no touch. “What else?”

She began to get fidgety, clearly wanting something – either a caress or a spank.

I refused to give her either.

“I… I was – Master?” she said, and I knew she was about to ask me if she should be spanked.

“Keep listing what you did wrong.”

“Yes, Master,” she whimpered, though she arched her back and pushed her ass up in the air, just begging to be touched.

I still refused to indulge her.

“I was… I had a bad attitude sometimes… and sometimes I lost my temper… and I got impatient – ”

“You said that already,” I growled.

“I’m sorry.”

“Are you saying that you were only a bad girl in a couple of ways?”

“No, Master.”

“Because I can think of lots of ways you were very, very bad.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Concentrate.”

“Yes, Master.”

As she began to list her infractions again, I finally decided to ease the tension.

Not for her pleasure, really. But for mine.

I took my finger and gently stroked between her lips, easing my fingertip just inside her.

“OHHHHH,” she groaned, and I saw her grab the cover of the bed with both hands.

WHAP!

“OH!” she cried out.

“You haven’t told me the thing you did that was worst of all,” I said as I went back to slowly rubbing my wet finger along her lips.

“W-what, Master?” she whispered, her entire body trembling.

WHAP!

“UNH!”

“You had impure thoughts today, didn’t you?”

I traced my finger along her slit until I reached her clit, which was swollen and hot. I slowly began to circle it – again, so lightly that her wetness was the only thing connecting her skin and mine.

She moaned. “Yes… yes, Master…”

“You thought about fucking your Master, didn’t you?”

“Yes…”

WHAP!

“AH!”

I went back to stroking her clit – a little firmer, a little faster, with my skin fully touching hers.

“UNNNNHHHH…”

“You probably thought about taking your Master’s cock in your mouth, didn’t you?”

“Yes… oh yes…”

WHAP!

She cried out, though it was muffled in the bedspread, because she wasn’t able to hold her head up anymore.

“You enjoyed thinking about sucking my cock, didn’t you?”

She nodded into the bed cover. “Yes…”

WHAP!

She screamed into the cloth.

“You were thinking about fucking me, weren’t you?”

“Yes… yes…”

I put the tip of my finger up against her slit and paused.

“You were thinking of taking my cock inside your pussy, weren’t you?”

“YES,” she groaned, her hands balling the bedcover up in her fists.

“Like this,” I said, and eased my finger all the way inside her.

“OHHHHHHHH,” she moaned, and wriggled her ass against my hand, trying to take more in.

For the first time, I used my other hand to spank her. It was an awkward reach-around and not as powerful, but I wanted to keep my finger inside her pussy.

Whap!

“UNH,” she grunted.

“Yes or no?” I demanded as I began to move my finger in and out of her. There was absolutely no resistance, she was so wet.

“YES, OH YES…”

“You wanted me to fuck you, didn’t you?”

I began to move my finger rapidly inside her. Schick, schick, schick, schick – 

“YES, OH YES – ”

Whap!

A muffled scream.

This was too much for me. I couldn’t handle it anymore. I was in pain, I was so hard.

I shoved her forward roughly, extricated myself from under her body, and stood up. Quickly unbuttoning my fly, I pulled out my swollen, aching cock, then grabbed her and swung her ass around in front of me.

“You wanted him to fuck you like THIS, didn’t you?”

On ‘this’ I plunged inside her.

Oh God.

She was so wet.

So warm.

So soft.

“YES!” she screamed.

I remembered what she really wanted, though.

And this time the angle was perfect.

WHAP!

Her ass reverberated with the impact.

“YES!”

I began thrusting, feeling her wetness caress my shaft.

With every third or fourth stroke, I would slap her ass – HARD.

Every strike of my palm elicited an almost orgasmic cry of pain.

“You want to fuck your Master like this, don’t you?”

“YES, YES, YES – ”

WHAP!

“You want to come for your Master, don’t you?”

“YES, OH YES – ”

“But only dirty girls come, don’t they?”

“YES – ”

WHAP!

“Only bad girls come, don’t they?”

“YES – YES – ”

“Are you a bad girl?”

WHAP!

“YES!”

“Are you a dirty girl?”

WHAP!

“YES, YES, YES!”

“Are you going to come for your Master?”

WHAP!

“YES, MASTER, YES!”

“Then you better fucking come for your Master RIGHT NOW!”

WHAP WHAP WHAP WHAP

“YES YES YEEEESSSSSSSS!”

Her screams were probably heard all over Exardus, they were so loud.

Her wings unfurled involuntarily and stretched all the way out as her body writhed in ecstasy.

I slowed down my strokes until her screams turned into whimpers, and her whimpers turned into sighs.

But despite how good her pussy had felt, I hadn’t come.

Part of it was I really wasn’t that into the ‘come for your Master’ dirty talk. I’d felt faintly ridiculous the entire time.

And the spanking? I loved hearing her come, and watching her ass jiggle and vibrate was great, but the spanking itself did nothing for me.

But there was something else ‘off,’ and I wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

“Ohhhh, Master,” she murmured from where she was bent over on the bed. I could hear the smile in her voice.

“You were a very, very bad girl,” I said, completing the performance.

“Yes,” she giggled, then asked, “Did you come, Master?”

“No.”

She looked around in alarm, craning her neck so she could see me. “Why not? Did I do something to displease you?”

“No. Not at all.”

“But… I want you to come.”

“Alright, we’ll – ”

“I would do anything to make you come,” she interrupted, her voice a throaty murmur.

Um…

“Okay, I’ll – ”

“I would let you do anything you want to me, if it made you come,” she interrupted again. “ANYTHING.”

I stood there for a second, wondering if what I thought was being offered was actually being offered.

Apparently it was, because she silently mouthed, Anal.

Ho boy.

I looked down at her perfect ass. Her tiny pink asshole was right there in front of me between her spread cheeks.

I’d been hearing about this for weeks now, like it was some sort of Holy Grail.

Maybe it was time to finally check it out.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“ANYTHING for you, Master.”

…okay…

I slid out of her pussy and positioned my wet, swollen head against her tight little hole.

There was no way this was going to be pleasant for her unless I did a little prep work.

I put my finger inside her pussy, then pulled it out and began to stroke the outside of her asshole, getting it good and wet.

“Ohhhhh,” she sighed.

Not gonna be enough.

I worked up some saliva, spit it into my hand, then went back to work rubbing her, slowly working the tip of my finger in.

“Ohhhhhh,” she murmured.

I got my finger all the way inside her and wet her down as much as I could.

“OHHHHHHH,” she moaned.

I pulled out my finger, positioned myself – then paused at the threshold of the castle, as Tarka would say, my battering ram ready to go.

Thinking of Tarka, though, made me think of Alaria. 

And that just made me sad, so I banished the thought from my mind.

“You sure about this?” I asked.

“Yes, Master,” she cooed. “Anything for you.”

“O-kaaaay…” I said hesitantly.

I started to push into her.

“OH,” she gasped.

“Are you – ”

“Just go slow,” she begged.

So I went slow. 

Very slow. 

Then slowed that down some more.

Three minutes later I was maybe two inches in.

“This is bad,” Meera moaned.

Oh shit – 

“I’m sorry,” I said in a panic.

I started to withdraw, but right before I slipped out, she moaned, “Only bad, BAD girls do this.”

Ohhhhhhhh.

So that’s how she wanted it.

“Yes, you’re bad,” I said, though I was kind of bored at this point. It was definitely a phoned-in performance.

She didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m SO bad,” she moaned. “I’m such a little slut.”

Huh.

I didn’t ever refer to women as sluts, but if that’s what she wanted…

“Such a little slut,” I agreed half-heartedly.

“I deserve to be spanked.”

And so I started the spanking up again as I eased a little bit farther inside her. 

Meera moaned and cooed and screamed and pushed her ass harder against me, urging me deeper until finally, about five minutes later, I was all the way inside her.

And there you have it.

Ta-daaaa.

Anal.

For all the build-up and hype, I wasn’t that impressed.

She was fucking tight, that was for sure. Like a Vulcan death grip on my shaft.

Too bad I wasn’t a fan of ‘tight.’

I much preferred loose and soft…

…or a fit like a glove.

Memories of Alaria invaded my mind, but I pushed the thought of her quickly away.

“Fuck me, Master,” Meera moaned.

So I did… slowly at first… a little bit faster, a little bit harder.

Meera really seemed to enjoy it, especially when I added in more spanking. She definitely came again.

But strangely, I wasn’t that into it. I kind of just went through the motions. 

As I pumped away, my mind began to wander.

I noticed my handprints on Meera’s ass, which had transformed her white skin into a deep red.

Red

For a second, I imagined that it wasn’t Meera I was inside, but Alaria.

I immediately felt my cock get harder. For the first time since I’d started anal, it felt pleasurable.

At first I pushed away the fantasy of fucking Alaria, because there was real pain that went with it – but the more I stared at that bright red ass, the more excited I became.

I began imagining that it was Alaria on the bed, moaning in ecstasy, gripping the bedsheets in her balled-up fists.

I imagined that those dove-white wings were black and sleek like a dragon’s.

I imagined that the golden hair spilling across Meera’s back was actually jet black.

And that there was a long, sinuous tail right above my cock, twirling and caressing my body as I thrust inside her.

I imagined it was Alaria’s throaty voice urging me onward.

Yes, fuck me, Ian – oh Goddess, fuck me HARDER!

I closed my eyes and imagined I could smell her cinnamon and vanilla scent. I convinced myself that the screams of orgasm I heard were Alaria’s.

That pushed me over the edge, and suddenly I was coming.

I screamed out loud, my cries matching those of Alaria/Meera – and then I collapsed on her back, panting into her hair.

But I kept my eyes closed so I could still keep imagining.

“Ohhhhh Master,” Alaria murmured, though her voice was too high and sweet. “You fucked me so hard… I’m such a bad – ”

“Shhhh,” I whispered in her ear, stroking her hair. “Just… let’s just be quiet and enjoy this.”

I lay like that, imagining I held the woman I really wanted, and for a few minutes I was happy.
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The next morning Meera and I made our way back to the dungeon. 

I was already hitting the bottle hard to deal with my hangover – not to mention all my guilt about fucking one woman while fantasizing about another.

But, hey. That’s what alcohol’s for.

Meera looked on disapprovingly, but the collar prevented her from bitching about it.

When we got to the dungeon, there stood Blutus and Stig dutifully waiting for us at the main gates.

Stig looked hungover, just like me. 

Blutus did not. He was fresh-faced as a Mormon choirboy.

“Hello, master,” he said cheerfully – then made a face like he was frightened he’d messed up. “I mean, um, sir.”

“You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’ either,” I said grumpily. “Just call me Ian.”

“Yes, Ian. Thank you very much for the nice stay at the inn, Ian. I very much enjoyed it, Ian. I woke up before dawn and came here right at sunrise, Ian.”

I’d been wrong. Having him call me by my name was annoying as hell.

I glanced down at Stig, then back up at Blutus. “You know what? Don’t call me ‘Ian’ anymore. Call me ‘boss.’”

“Okay, boss,” Blutus agreed.

“But you can only use it once every ten sentences, got it?”

“Okay, buhhh… uh…”

As Blutus stood there looking confused and counting on his fingers, I turned to check out the crowd of players. It was slim pickings today – less than half the number of people who had been here yesterday at the same time. 

I wondered why, then realized yesterday might have been Sunday and today might be Monday. 

Honestly, I had no idea what day it was, but it was a good theory. 

One of the side effects of the long-term immersion pod was that things like days of the week meant fuck-all to you after a while. Especially when you got paid to hang out inside OtherWorld for a week or two at a time.

Whatever the reason, there were half the number of players available. So basically it was going to be ‘Beggars Can’t Be Choosers Day’ as far as my companions went.

Too bad NPCs couldn’t go into dungeons as a complete team. With Stig, Meera, and now Blutus, I almost had enough.

If Alaria were here, that would be five, I thought.

Shit.

I was trying to shut out my memories when a troll in plate armor strolled past. Obviously a Warrior, though only Level 5.

“Love your name,” he sneered.

Without even thinking I shot back, “So did your mom when she was screaming it last night.”

The troll turned around and raised his battle ax threateningly. “What the fuck did you just say to me?”

“Blutus?” I said casually. “C’mere.”

My new demon stepped forward, and Mr. Troll Warrior looked alarmed as a horned shadow eclipsed the sun. “Uh…”

“Meera – show me your sword again?” I asked.

FWOOSH.

Out came the fiery lightsaber.

I thought about throwing in something from Stig, but a two-foot-tall, naked, anorexic Yoda wasn’t exactly going to be the coup de grace. 

So I left it at my fuzzy bodybuilder and flaming sword chick.

The troll slunk off without another word.

“Say hi to your mom for me,” I called out as he beat his hasty retreat.

I sat around in Blutus’s shade for the next half hour just getting drunk and waiting for somebody to approach. I gotta hand it to the big guy, he made a great beach umbrella.

Finally a crew of Level 10’s rolled up. There was…

A male orc Warrior, obviously the tank of the group.

A male revenant Priest. The dead guy wore black robes and a goofy black bishop hat, which was probably the only accessory that could make such a frightening face look so utterly ridiculous.

There was also a male Shadow Knight. One of the more recent additions to the game, Shadow Knights were a hybrid race/occupation that were basically wandering shades in badass armor. The only things inside his ebony helmet were ink-black shadows and two glowing red eyes.

Finally, there was a goblin Hunter with a bow and a quill of arrows slung on his back.

They were all staring at Meera’s rack as they approached.

Which immediately endeared them to me.

Not.

The dead Priest looked away from Meera’s tits long enough to ask me, “You run this dungeon before?”

No Hi, how ya doin’ – he just stuck it right in.

So I was equally communicative.

“Yeah,” I said, then took a slug from my bottle of rum.

“I already know all about the Tomb of Tharos from the forums,” the orc informed the group pompously.

Great. A Level 10 Keyboard Jockey. Just the thing to start off the morning.

“Right, the forums,” the goblin Hunter said, obviously no more impressed than I was.

The dead Priest looked at my crew. “These guys a package deal? They all come with you?”

“Yup.”

“Alright, then, let’s go.”

Part of me wanted to tell him to suck it – but why? Because he was rude/socially inept?

I was no Miss Manners. I didn’t give a shit as long as I got my money.

And it was ‘Beggars Can’t Be Choosers Day.’

“Fine,” I said as I stood up, “on one condition. I’m only in this for the loot, so – ”

They were already walking away, totally ignoring me.

ASS holes.

I wasn’t about to run after them yelling Listen to me, guys, listen to me! so I just shook my head and muttered under my breath. 

Me and my demonic (and angelic) peeps followed them over to the gates, where the spectral skeleton peered down at us from atop the wall. 

“Welcome to the Tomb of Tharos. To enter this domain of death, you must be numbered five. Have you five members in your group?”

“Yes, dumbass, can’t you fuckin’ count?” the dead Priest sneered.

His three asshole friends yukked it up along with him.

I, on the other hand, was beginning to regret participating in ‘Beggars Can’t Be Choosers Day.’

“Then good luck. You will need it, mortals,” the skeleton said, and the wooden doors creaked open.

We walked through, and the doors BOOMED shut behind us.

Everything was the same. Graveyard to the left, sandstone walls with hieroglyphics, three choices of which way to go.

I figured now was the time to offer the benefit of my elder statesman-like knowledge. “Okay, so if you want to go through the dungeon the fastest, we should go – ”

“Right,” the orc declared, then set off at a run.

“What?!” I yelled after him. “NO, LEFT!”

“No, it’s right!” the orc shouted. “I read about it in the forums!”

The others followed his lead without even a second’s hesitation.

I stared after them in disbelief.

“What is a ‘forum’?” Meera asked.

“In this particular case, a guidebook for idiots.”

“Those guys are real assholes, boss,” Stig said.

“You got that right,” I agreed, then shook it off. “Whatever. More loot for us. Let’s go.”

The four of us ran after the four of them and quickly found them locked in battle with the first group of sand trolls. My team and I quickly joined in.

As I’ve mentioned before, the dungeon adjusts its difficulty according to the average level of the players who enter it. Since I was the highest person in my group at Level 15, and my companions were all Level 10’s, that meant the vast majority of our enemies were keyed to a Level 11 player. 

So while the orc, Priest, Shadow Knight, and goblin were all straining to keep up with the sand trolls, I rolled over them fairly easily.

Even despite that power disparity, I was pretty damn shocked by what Blutus was capable of. 

As soon as I turned him loose he roared like a lion and shot out a 40-foot chain, wrapped a sand troll in it, and yanked him across the courtyard. When the troll hit the ground in front of us, Blutus swung a chain in his other hand like the world’s furriest Hell’s Angel and slammed it into the troll’s head.

Then savagely did it again.

And again.

And again.

Until he caved in the troll’s skull.

“Holy shit,” I said admiringly.

Blutus daintily picked up his paw-like foot and made a prissy face. “Where? Did I step in any?”

“Any what?” I asked in confusion, then retraced my conversational steps. I didn’t have to go back far. “No – no, ‘holy shit’ is a – never mind. Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

So he did.

Man, did he ever. 

He flung chains at the sand trolls that wrapped around their bodies, binding their arms to their sides and effectively immobilizing them. He whipped chains around the trolls’ calves and yanked out their feet from under them. And he bashed in trolls’ heads with abandon.

Add in my Soul Suck, Meera’s sword, and Stig’s fireballs, and we basically wiped the floor with them.

By the time our four companions finished their second kill, we’d obliterated the other eight.

Were the other guys grateful?

Hell no.

They just looked at all the dead trolls, sniffed haughtily, and ran on ahead.

I rolled my eyes and started looting the corpses. I’d just finished the first one when I heard someone speaking in a foreign language.

“Idiota – você é retardado?”

I looked up to see the Death Knight glaring at me and shaking his head.

I’d taken French in high school, and whatever he was speaking wasn’t French. It sort of sounded like Spanish, but not quite – which led me to surmise it was Portuguese.

You didn’t need to know what the hell he was speaking, though, to recognize the contempt in his voice.

And ‘retardado’ came through loud and clear.

I stood up straight and faced him. I was absolutely itching to throw a Darkbolt. “What the fuck did you just say to me?”

The irony wasn’t lost on me that I sounded exactly like the troll who’d mocked my name earlier.

The difference was, I was doing what I came here to do: get money. I hadn’t said anything to this douchebag, insult or otherwise, and now this asswipe was copping an attitude?

Little Level 10 Shadow Knight was going to learn what it was like to tussle with a Level 15 Warlock packing two demons and an angel.

“What does… ‘re-tar-dah-do’ mean?” Blutus asked hesitantly.

“It’s not nice,” I snapped, then turned back to the Shadow Knight.

He said something else in Portuguese I couldn’t understand, though I was pretty sure it was along the lines of ‘suck my dick.’

Before I could say anything in reply, Stig jumped up on a troll body, thrust his finger through the OK symbol, and yelled, “FUCKOFF!”

fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

That apparently didn’t sit well with Mr. Shadow Knight.

He drew his sword and lunged at my imp – 

I started to cast a Darkbolt – 

Meera raised her sword – 

Blutus whirled his chain – 

“Everybody just CALM THE FUCK DOWN!” a new voice yelled.

I turned to see the goblin Hunter over to the side. He’d apparently run back to check on where the hell the rest of the dungeon party was.

The Shadow Knight stood down, so I backed off and told my guys to do the same. “Everybody hold off for a second.”

Meera and Blutus lowered their weapons.

“What the hell is going on?!” the goblin barked.

The Shadow Knight said in broken English, “Stoo-peed fuckhead is loot the bodies.”

The goblin looked at me and sneered, “Are you here to grab a few pennies, or are you here to run the dungeon?”

You little fucker – 

“If you’d listened to me outside the dungeon instead of walking away while I was talking, you would’ve heard me say that I’m ONLY here for the loot – not you, not the XP, and I could give a fuck about ‘running the dungeon,’ since I’ve already run it.”

“Why didn’t you say something before?!” the goblin yelled.

“Maybe you didn’t hear my first sentence: IF YOU’D LISTENED TO ME OUTSIDE THE DUNGEON INSTEAD OF WALKING AWAY WHILE I WAS TALKING, YOU WOULD’VE HEARD ME SAY I’M ONLY HERE FOR THE LOOT. There, did you hear me THAT time?!”

The goblin fumed and muttered under his breath, but there wasn’t a whole lot he could say.

“Fine, just… loot ‘em and try to catch up,” he growled.

“‘Try’ to catch up? Yeah, I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” I sneered.

He gave me a death glare to match the Shadow Knight’s, and then the two of them raced off through the labyrinth.

“Shitheads,” I muttered as I went about my looting. Very leisurely, I might add.

When I got to the next courtyard, the four were basically being used as pincushions by the cobras. The dead Priest was doing his damnedest to keep his teammates alive, but with all the poison debuffs, they were basically down at around 200 hit points max, each.

Blutus, Stig, Meera, and I ripped through the cobras like a fat kid through a pack of Twizzlers.

As I went around afterwards breaking off the fangs, the others all just muttered angrily amongst themselves, then took off again.

“They never learn,” I said in mock sadness.

And thus began a pattern. 

I would loot after they ran off. A minute later, one or more of them would run past me, obviously having gotten killed and resurrected back in the graveyard. Whenever this happened, they cold-shouldered me to a comical degree – to the point that they could be running right past me and would consciously avert their eyes. Sort of like an exaggerated, more malicious version of that guy at work you pass 22 times a day in the hall and stop making eye contact with.

I would arrive a few minutes later to find them getting their asses handed to them. Then Meera, Stig, Blutus and I would join the battle and annihilate any enemies still left (which was usually 80-90% of them). 

After all the monsters were dead, the other four players would glower and mutter for a few seconds. Then they would dash off to go get killed and resurrected so they could run past me repeatedly while I kept looting.

Wash, rinse, repeat.

As a system, it worked pretty well… if what you wanted to do was get loot and engender lots of bad blood.

But seeing as they were a bunch of assclowns who couldn’t find their dicks if they had a map, I didn’t really care about the bad blood, so… fuck ‘em.

I really wanted to start shouting shit like, ‘What is that, death number 17?’ but I figured I didn’t need to pour gasoline on the fire. 

I hated them, they hated me – better to keep it Cold War-style instead of World War III.

By the time I walked into the last courtyard, they had managed to trigger ever goddamn grave in the place. Which was a feat, since the graves were arranged in clumps of four with huge spaces between groups. 

Anyway, the other players were overrun with Ghouls and dying at a furious clip.

Me and my crew stepped in and cleaned up.

Was there a word of thanks?

NO. Of course not. Just a lot more resentful sneers and muttered comments to each other, along with a couple of nasty-sounding laughs.

“You’re welcome,” I said angrily as I started looting the Ghouls.

“Well, you’re welcome we got YOU this far,” the orc said snottily. 

I was about to say, Got ME this far? 

Yeah, RIGHT, asshole.

But then I saw what was about to happen, and I held my tongue.

The orc and the others turned the corner at the far end of the courtyard.

Unfortunately for them, I knew what was around that corner.

I hit ‘em with a slooooow clap the second they disappeared.

Clap…

…clap…

…clap…

…clap…

They reappeared with faces blushing, brows scowling, eyes flashing murder.

…clap…

“Pretty awesome dead end, huh?”

…clap…

“Thanks for getting me this far. Don’t know how I could have done it without you.”

…clap…

I could see it on their faces: they wanted to kill me. The only thing stopping them was they knew that me and my homies would make worm food out of them.

“Why didn’t you SAY anything?!” the goblin Hunter seethed.

I smiled sweetly. “I did, but your friend already knows everything from the forums.”

“Fine,” the dead Priest sneered. “Where do we go next.”

I turned to the orc. “What do the forums say?”

He glared at me with a hatred as hot as a thousand suns. “There’s an awesome treasure if we go through the center passageway.”

I sighed. “Look guys, I know we hate each other’s guts, but trust me when I say you do not want to go to the center. Yes there’s an awesome treasure, but it is absolute hell getting to it.”

“If you’re too much of a pussy to go, we’ll gladly take your share,” the dead Priest sneered right before he dashed off through the labyrinth.

The others snickered, the Shadow Knight added something in Portuguese, and then they all followed the healer.

I stared after them in total disbelief.

Mother FUCKERS.

I had extended an olive branch and they’d spat in my faces.

Okay. Fuck ‘em all for real this time. 

I was going to enjoy seeing how many times they could resurrect before they gave up.

Under the old system in OtherWorld, you could boot people out of a dungeon group. Someone would just initiate a vote via computer menu, everyone but the person in question would say yay or nay, and if the unlucky guy got voted off the island, he would instantly be teleported outside the dungeon.

Normally you wouldn’t do that unless the situation was unbearable, because then you were left with only four people to continue the dungeon. And that was a much harder row to hoe.

But people started abusing the system. A group of four would form a secret cabal, then vote the fifth guy out right before they got to a huge treasure haul, ensuring that there was more to go round for the four remaining assholes. 

Obviously this practice engendered paranoia and a lot of vendettas as the screw-ees hunted the screw-ers and tried to exact revenge. People complained loudly, and the company responded by making it so no one could be forcibly kicked out. Which meant there was no way to get rid of a griefer (somebody out to cause you intentional annoyance just for the hell of it), but at least nobody was actively getting screwed over right before they reached the Motherlode.

You could also voluntarily choose to leave a dungeon at any time, but if you did, you were considered to be a deserter and the game would lock you out from entering again for an hour. So there was a steep penalty for stepping out early.

Now what happened was occasionally a group of random players would hate a fifth person so much that they would gang up on him and be absolute, complete dicks to the guy in the hopes that he would abandon the dungeon crawl. In fact, sometimes they would attack him relentlessly, killing him over and over, to infuriate and frustrate him so much that he would voluntarily quit rather than hang around. 

So the game went from enabling assholes to cheat innocent players out of treasure, to more or less encouraging people to be sociopathic fuckheads, all while turning a blind eye.

Unintended consequences.

Anyway, if these guys wanted to ignore me, so be it. They wanted to be assholes, so be it. I wasn’t quitting the fuckin’ dungeon. They could step all over their dicks as much as they wanted; I would just grab my popcorn, kick up my boots, and enjoy the show while they got slaughtered.

After I looted all the Ghoul bodies, I strolled casually with my crew towards the center of the maze. 

Time for the ten o’clock matinee.

When we rolled up on the center portion of the maze, the Four Assholios were materializing in the graveyard so fast and so often that they barely had time to run back before somebody else resurrected.

Wait, what was so horrible that – 

Then I heard the roar of the unholy lovechild of a Predator and a walrus.

Oh yeaaaah. The sandworms.

This was going to be hilarious.

I strolled into the arena and warned Blutus, “No matter what you do, stay on this stone platform with your back against the wall.”

We all leaned up against the hieroglyphics like four cool little Fonzis and watched the retardados rush out over the sand, only to get chomped up by the non-human cast of Tremors.

After about five minutes of this, the other players began to cuss me out.

“You fuckin’ lazy asstard – why the fuck aren’t you helping us out?!”

“Filho da puta, vai para a puta que te pariu – ”

“I oughta kill you, you goddamn little shit – ”

“Guys, guys,” I said, like I was only trying to calm them down. “Have you ever thought that maybe I was showing you how not to get killed? I guess not, since you’re too busy being whiny little bitches.”

They all stopped dead in their tracks as it hit them: not a single one of my group had died since we’d walked in, despite plenty of sandworms snapping at us.

They stayed motionless an instant too long, and a sandworm came up and ate the Shadow Knight, which was pretty hilarious.

But they all rushed over to the stone ledge (including the fuckin’ Brazilian when he respawned) and put their backs to the stone wall.

“Now what do we do, asshole?” the dead Priest snapped.

“First off, you quit calling me ‘asshole,’ ASSHOLE.”

He grumbled under his breath but didn’t say anything.

“WELL?!” the orc snapped impatiently.

“What, you didn’t read about it on the forums?” I asked sweetly.

“Motherfu– ”

“Aah, aah, aaaah,” I said, wiggling my finger at him disapprovingly. 

He shut up, but I could see the blood vessels bursting in his bugged-out eyeballs.

I figured it was time to get down to business, or I would be here with these losers all day.

“Start hitting them from here where they can’t get you. Once they disappear underground, well… we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

We all concentrated on the same worm and brought it down in no time at all.

You would have thought that maybe there would’ve been a collective cheer when it died – a sort of group bonhomie over a shared triumph – but nope, they were just as miserable of dickweeds as they were before.

Suddenly all the remaining worms went underground.

“What now, genius?” the dead Priest sneered.

Meera spoke up. “I could – ”

I held up my hand to silence her. I knew she was going to offer to fly around and stomp the ground like she had yesterday, but these douchebags didn’t deserve her help.

You wanna act like a little bitch, you’re gonna get treated like a little bitch.

Time to have some fun with them.

“Yeah…” I said regretfully, “one of you’s going to have to run out there and be bait.”

They all stared at me. “What?”

“Yep.”

“Send one of your demons!” the goblin Hunter snapped.

“Nope. They’re not heavy enough to trigger the worms.”

Total bullshit.

“The big guy’s heavy enough!” the orc roared.

“Yeah, but he’s too slow. He’ll get hit right away. It should be somebody nimble… athletic… with some heavy plate armor.” I looked over at the Shadow Knight. “Like our Portuguese friend here.”

“Brasiliero.”

“Yeah, whatever. You’re the best bet to draw them out.”

More bullshit. But they didn’t know that.

“Go on, Mateo,” the dead Priest muttered.

“Ah, vai tomar no cu,” the Shadow Knight grumbled, but he went.

“What the hell are you guys doing playing with some Brazilian dude who barely speaks English?” I asked the rest of the group.

“Like it’s any of your business who we hang out with,” the dead Priest sneered.

“Fine. Whatever,” I snarled.

The goblin was a little more conciliatory. “We’re college students in São Paulo,” he explained. “We’re learning Portuguese, Marco’s a native speaker and likes to game, so here we are.”

Huh.

These guys had an interesting story. They might have been pretty cool – if they weren’t such complete dicks half the time.

But I forgot all about that as soon as the Shadow Knight jumped off the stone ledge.

Oh MAN was it the best show ever.

He stumbled over the sand screaming like a seven-year-old girl, shrieking Brazilian obscenities in a high-pitched voice every time a worm erupted from the sand under his feet.

I couldn’t stop laughing. In fact, I was almost crying by the end, it was so funny.

But we killed the worms, and that was the important thing. The goblin Hunter, Stig, and I did ranged attacks, while any worms dumb enough to try to attack us on the stone platform got slashed by the orc’s battle ax, roasted by Meera’s sword, or bashed in the head by Blutus’s chain. Overall we made pretty short work of them.

After it was all over and we were heading across the sand towards the Sphinx – not ‘Mother’ with her riddles, but her smaller progeny – the Shadow Knight started feeling his oats about just how great he actually was.

“We not go over except because me,” he said proudly. “I am only one fastest to evade os monstros de areia.”

“What’s he talking about, the sand worms?” I asked the goblin.

“Yeah.”

I snorted with laughter.

“O que é tão engraçado?” the Shadow Knight demanded.

“What’s so funny?” the goblin translated.

“I was just bullshitting him. Anybody could have gone out there.” I smirked at the Shadow Knight. “But I enjoyed hearing you scream like a little bitch, retardado.”

Probably not the smartest move I’ve ever made. But damn it was funny seeing those scowling red eyes of his turn into bug-eyed dots of surprise.

Then he lost it.

“Vai-te foder, puta - eu vou te matar!” he raged as he pulled his outsized, four-foot-long sword.

Of course, Meera, Stig, and Blutus jumped right in next to me, ready to rumble.

The orc and dead Priest held the Shadow Knight back.

“Asshole – what the fuck’s your problem?!” the goblin snarled at me.

“My problem? MY problem?! MY PROBLEM is that you guys have been dicks to me from the second we set foot in this place! Every chance you get, even when I try to be nice and warn you about shit. FOR INSTANCE, you do NOT want to keep going this direction. There are a shit-ton of Ghouls just over the next wall, and you are NOT going to survive if you go in there. We should turn back now and go left if you want to complete the dungeon, which is what I said from the very beginning.”

“If we go left from here, we’d actually be going right,” the orc said snootily, “which we already did.”

“Yeah, because you’re the genius who read the fucking forums, right? Looooved that dead end,” I snapped as the orc blushed angrily. “You know exactly which direction I meant.”

The Priest whispered something to the Shadow Knight that calmed him down. I guess the dead guy was the Dumbass Whisperer or something, because the Knight nodded grimly and sheathed his sword.

“We’re still going this way,” the priest said. “Do whatever you want.”

I shook my head in disgust. “You’re going to get slaughtered.”

“We’re still going this way.”

I sighed. What was that saying?

You can lead a horticulture, but you can’t make her think.

Fine. It would be entertaining watching them get splattered repeatedly across the sand… from a safe distance. Like watching inept gladiators in a Roman coliseum face off against 10,000 lions.

Besides, once they decided to give up and leave, I could get Meera to fly over to the other side and pick up all the treasure – for me and me alone.

“Alright, I’ll come along,” I said. “Why not.”

The Shadow Knight chuckled, which I didn’t like. It made me think they were planning something.

On the other hand, if these idiots could plan anything resembling a competent ambush, I’d be more impressed than pissed.

“I’m looting the worms first, though,” I announced.

“Do whatever the fuck you want,” the dead Priest sneered as he turned his back on me.

“You SEE?!” I yelled at the goblin. “THAT’S my fucking problem.”

The goblin just rolled his eyes as he ran off to join his companions.

While I was plucking out worm glands, the others ran into the tiny sphinx at the other end of the courtyard. You would have thought they’d encountered a rabid dragon from the way they carried on.

They were still jerking off and not accomplishing anything when I finished looting and walked on over. A few swipes of Blutus’s chains and Meera’s sword later, and the Sphinx was toast.

The Four Assholes just glared at me in hatred and ran on to the next chamber.

Idiots.

I plucked off the sphinx’s tail and leisurely strolled into the next courtyard.

When I got there, they were arguing amongst themselves about the safest way across the rows of 250 graves, which were undisturbed as yet.

“How did you do it?” the goblin asked me.

Meera was about to speak up, but I stopped her with my hand again. “I didn’t. We turned back.”

“Then how do you know there’s treasure?” the orc asked in a know-it-all voice.

“I read it on the forums,” I taunted him.

The orc bared his teeth.

“It seems to me you should be able to fly your angel across and get the treasure,” the goblin said.

Smart dude.

“No,” I lied, “I’m too heavy.”

“So send the imp instead.”

“Won’t work. As soon as you cross the barrier, every single grave erupts, and you have to kill all the Ghouls before you can open the chest.”

“But – ” Meera protested.

“Quiet,” I said, and the collar glowed, shutting her up.

I wasn’t about to share my secret weapon with these douchebags. If they were going to ignore every single thing I said, I wasn’t going to give them the easy way out. They could work for it like everybody else who didn’t have a flying angel at their disposal.

“We can do this,” the Priest said confidently. “You guys just run across the graves as fast as you can. One of you will get across and get the treasure, and the rest can fight off the Ghouls. I’ll heal anybody who doesn’t make it across.”

I snorted.

The Priest looked back at me hatefully.

I gave him a thumbs-up. “Great plan. I won’t be doing it, but… great plan.”

“Fine,” he snarled. “Then you don’t get any of the treasure.”

I laughed. “If you guys can manage to get to the treasure, it’s all yours.” 

I gave them about ten thousand to one odds at getting across alive.

The orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight all lined up about 50 feet apart from each other and got into runner’s crouches.

“Do your best Flo Jo impersonations, guys,” I called out.

“I think you mean Usain Bolt,” the dead Priest sneered, since Florence Joyner was a woman.

“No. I meant Flo Jo.”

It actually wasn’t a dis – Florence Griffith Joyner would have been at the finish line before I could even get off the starting block – but I knew all these macho dipshits would think it was.

The Priest grumbled some more, then yelled out, “On your marks… get set… GO!”

The three guys ran for all they were worth. Which wasn’t much. The goblin waddled along, and the orc was big and lumbering. I had to hand it to the Shadow Knight, he was fairly spry.

Not spry enough, though.

The first graves they hit, the Ghouls immediately popped up and flailed their arms around.

Which meant they activated the graves all around them. 

Then those Ghouls popped up and flailed about, activating more graves, and so on and so forth.

I saw this video back in high school to demonstrate what happens in a nuclear reactor when uranium atoms start a chain reaction. 

To demonstrate, the filmmakers went into a high school gym and laid out 100,000 mousetraps in a giant square with ping pong balls balanced carefully on top of the metal bars. Once the 100,000 mousetraps were ready to go, one of the scientists threw in a single ping pong ball. 

The ball triggered one trap, which launched its ball – but when it flipped in the air, it activated every other trap next to it, which activated their balls, plus flipped those traps’ neighbors. In addition, every time a ping pong ball shot out ten feet, it set off another batch of traps, whose ping pong balls set off even more traps ten feet away. 

In the space of five seconds you went from a single ping pong ball to thousands of sprung traps sending a storm of ping pong balls flying across the gym.

That’s sort of what the Ghouls erupting from their graves looked like.

Every place the players touched was Ground Zero for a new blast wave that rippled out, but with Ghouls instead of ping pong balls. It was like watched a fast-forward version of an epidemiology map of the spread of a disease. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh – and then suddenly there were 250 Ghouls clawing their way out of the ground, with the orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight right in the thick of it.

A Ghoul snagged the goblin by the ankle in the first row of graves. 

The orc made it to the second row before five Ghouls pulled him down.

The Shadow Knight actually made it to the third row, further than I’d thought he would. 

Of course, there were still two more rows of graves beyond that, each with 50 spots per row.

So now they were in the middle of a complete shitstorm.

“Holy fuck,” the dead Priest whispered.

“Yeeeeaaah,” I said cheerfully. “Great plan, dude.”

The Priest started healing as fast as he could, but there’s no way to stop a tsunami of trash mobs. The undead fuckers took off the group’s hit points ten times faster than the Priest could replace them.

One by one, the orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight winked out of existence.

And then the Ghouls turned towards us.

“SO – got a Plan B?” I asked.

The Priest tried lobbing some wimpy bolts of light at the Ghouls, but Priests in OtherWorld are made for healing, not combat. Their offensive capabilities are fairly pathetic.

Basically all his little light-farts did was draw the Ghouls’ attention.

“Ohmigod ohmigod ohmigod!” the Priest screamed as a tidal wave of undead corpses came surging right at us.

“We’re here, we’re here!” the orc and goblin yelled as they ran in from the graveyard – and then froze in horror as they saw what was coming at us.

The Shadow Knight ran in just in time to whisper, “Foda-se…”

“Next time, GO THE DIRECTION I SAY TO GO,” I snarled, then yelled at my group, “LET’S DO THIS!”

Meera ignited her sword and leapt into battle.

FWOOSH!

Stig started teleporting around the front line of Ghouls and throwing fireballs in in their faces.

“This is scary,” Blutus whined.

“JUST DO IT!” I yelled as I started ripping off Doomsday spells.

A split-second later, a giant chain whipped out and bashed the first Ghoul’s face in.

The orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight started fighting, but quickly got overwhelmed and sent for respawn. The Priest tried to keep up, but he was clearly in over his head.

My guys were doing ten times better, but they were still getting hammered. I switched from offensive spells to solely healing Stig, Meera, and Blutus with Self-Sacrifice – which rapidly depleted my own hit points. I had to stop every so often and do a Soul Suck just to give myself enough Health to pass on to my crew.

When I got down to 25% and things were getting desperate, I finally reached out for help.

“Hey, I need a Heal!” I yelled at the Priest.

He ignored me purely out of spite.

The orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight had all been sent for respawn, so he didn’t have anybody to heal – he just switched to his little light-farts while he waited for his buds to come back.

Stig was in trouble, so I sent him some more Health. Now I was down to 21%.

“Hey Dead Pope, I need a Heal!” I shouted as I sent some more Health to Blutus, who was getting swamped.

Now I was at 18%.

The orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight all rushed back into the courtyard.

“Can’t,” the Priest said snarkily. “Too busy.”

“THEY’RE ALL AT 100% HEALTH AND THEY’RE GONNA BE DEAD IN FIVE SECONDS ANYWAY!” I yelled. “I NEED A HEAL NOW, GODDAMMIT!”

He ignored me and wasted all his time on the Three Stooges, who immediately got sent for respawn.

“THEY’RE GONE, NOW FUCKING HEAL ME!” I screamed as I Self-Sacrificed for Meera.

15%.

The Priest ignored me and began shooting out light-farts again until his buddies rushed back in.

Seriously, it would have taken him five seconds and I would have been back up to 50, maybe 75%.

But no, he was vying for the ‘Passive-Aggressive Asshole of the Year’ award.

I was going to KILL this motherfucker.

I lost Stig first. I tried to save him, but a Ghoul got lucky, slapped him to the ground, and my imp got trampled underfoot.

Blutus was next. Two dozen Ghouls broke over him in a giant wave, and seconds later he was gone.

“HEAAAAL MEEEEEE!” I screamed in fury.

The Priest looked over and smirked at me with his grey prune face.

So did the orc, the goblin, and the Shadow Knight, all of whom laughed maliciously. 

“Why don’t you go loot some more bodies?” the Priest shouted, then turned back to healing his other teammates.

“Come merda, lambe-cus!” the Shadow Knight called out merrily.

That’s why the Shadow Knight had calmed down before: because the Priest had been whispering something along the lines of Just wait, this asshole will get his.

And they had ALL been in on it.

So that’s how it is, huh?

THEN FUCK YOU, PIG FUCKERS.

“Meera, pick me up and fly me across!” I yelled.

I thrust my hand into the sky.

She swooped over, grabbed my wrist, and lifted me above the Ghoulish horde.

The shocked expression on the Priest’s face was priceless.

Meera dropped me on the far end of the courtyard. We were too far away from the Ghouls for them to pay us any attention, so I had as much time as I needed.

I went around the blind wall and there it was – a rounded-top wooden chest with metal siding and an iron latch. I flipped it open and grinned.

Dagger of the Pharaohs – Worth:1 gold

Wand of the Dead – Worth: 1 gold

Gloves of Anubiat – Worth:1 gold

Necklace of Ra’nath – Worth:1 gold

Boots of Osiron – Worth:1 gold

Five gold worth of treasure (unless I decided to keep the Wand of the Dead), and it was mine all mine. No way in hell I was giving it to any of those douchebags.

I dumped the loot in my bag and said, “Cool, now take me back to the graveyard.”

Meera frowned. “You do not wish to rejoin the others in their fight?”

“Fuck the others. Besides, they’ll be joining us in the graveyard soon enough.”

She grabbed me under my arms, flew me over the Ghouls (and the now-furious Priest, orc, goblin, and Shadow Knight), back through the courtyard of dead sandworms, and over to the graveyard.

As soon as she set me down, the goblin respawned right in front of me.

“You asshole – you said she couldn’t fly you across!” he fumed.

“I lied. Sue me,” I said, and pressed Blutus’s icon on my action bar. The big bruiser appeared out of a dust devil.

Then the orc respawned next to the goblin. 

“You fucking asshole!” he raged. “What did you loot back there?!”

“Nothing for you, Chuckles,” I said as I summoned Stig, who appeared in a puff of black smoke.

Next came the Shadow Knight, who materialized right next to his two incompetent buddies.

“Mentindo filho da puta - o que diabos você voltou lá?” he shouted.

“Don’t understand a single thing you just said, retardado,” I said. “Learn to speak English.”

The orc started, “He said – ”

“Yeah, don’t care.”

Finally the Priest appeared, huffing and puffing as he ran out of the central doorway of the labyrinth. “You – asshole – you lied – to us – ”

“Ohhhhh, sort of like you lied to me by telling me you’d heal me and then didn’t?”

“I never told you I would heal you.”

“Yeah, I always have to sign a new contract with every healer in every single dungeon I enter. Fuck you, man. You want to try stabbing me in the back, don’t bitch about it when it doesn’t work.”

The orc moved threateningly closer. “What did you loot back there?”

“You really wanna know?” I asked casually, then pulled up my bag window. “Let’s see, there’s a dagger that does 115 damage and has +20 Critical Strike, a wand that gives +50 Intellect, boots and gloves that are +60 armor each, plus a necklace with +40 intellect – really nice stuff, guys. Worth a gold apiece.”

They were practically salivating at this point. I was fairly sure that at Level 10, none of them had any gear half as good as the shit in my bag right now.

“Hand it over,” the orc demanded.

“Hand what over?” I asked innocently.

“All of it.”

“Finders keepers,” I said.

“That treasure belongs to all of us,” the Priest said angrily. 

“Actually, I never told you I would give you any treasure,” I said, saccharine-sweet.

He didn’t like having his own words thrown back in his face.

“You’re going to give us that fucking treasure, or else,” the Priest snarled.

“Or else what?”

“Or else we’ll rip you a new asshole. Literally.”

“Well, you’d certainly know all about assholes, since you’re the biggest ones I’ve ever met. You know all about being dicks, too, which I assume is from taking them up your asses all the time – ” 

 “KILL HIM!” the Priest screamed.

“HIT ‘EM, GUYS!” I yelled. 

The orc, goblin, and Death Knight leapt towards me – 

And were immediately slammed upside the head by a flaming sword, a heavy chain, and a fireball.

“Stig, take the goblin! Meera, take the Knight! Blutus, you handle the orc! I’ll take deadhead!”

The Priest had apparently never dealt with anybody who had Soul Suck as a power, because he looked like I’d given him a wedgie when I blasted him with blue lightning.

The Ghouls must have done a number on him before he escaped, because he only had 34% Health. Four seconds of Soul Suck and he was a goner.

Of course, he resurrected right beside me, so I blasted him again.

Took me ten seconds to kill him this time.

But killing him repeatedly wasn’t going to do me any good – not as long as the graveyard was five feet away.

“Blutus!” I yelled. “Wrap all of their guys in chains and then follow me!”

Metal chains whipped through the air like South American bolas and wrapped around the dumbasses’ bodies, momentarily incapacitating them.

“Let’s go!” I shouted as I headed left down the corridor.

The orc, Priest, goblin, and Knight all screamed obscenities at us as we fled.

“What’re we gonna do, boss?” Stig asked as he raced along beside me.

“Are we going to forgive them and divide the treasure?” Meera asked as she flew overhead.

“Are we going to stop being mean and make friends?” Blutus whimpered.

“Fuck no. We’re gonna grief the hell out of these motherfuckers.”

“…‘grief’?” Meera asked, confused.

“Yeah, ‘griefing’ – it’s – never mind, just follow my lead,” I instructed as I turned left into MC-Escher-land.

I had the entire map to the maze, plus I’d been through it a number of times (thanks to multiple deaths at the hands of SuperCaliFragilistic Pyramid Lady). 

I knew the lay of the land.

As first-timers, the Four Douchebags didn’t. They didn’t even have a map.

We tiptoed into the main courtyard where several sand troll Mages were hanging out. They were far enough away, though, that they wouldn’t engage us unless we got closer.

“This way,” I whispered as I led my posse down a hidden alcove. If I remembered correctly, there would be two Warrior sand trolls just around the corner – 

Yup. Since they were Level 11’s, we dispatched them handily.

“Stig, see that balcony up there? Go up there and wait. When the assholes show up, fire once every five seconds, and try to not let them see you.”

My imp scrambled up the wall as nimble as a cat up a tree.

“Blutus, see that open window over there? Get behind the wall. Just like I told Stig, fire every five seconds but try not to let them see you. Use your chains to bind them if you can. Don’t kill any of the trolls in the courtyard – leave them for our ‘buddies.’ Meera, you’re with me.”

I had her fly me up to a covered walkway on the second floor that was perfect for sniping.

“What do we do now?” the angel whispered.

“We wait.”

Though I couldn’t see them yet, I heard the dead Priest yelling at the top of his lungs, “HEY WARLOCK – PREPARE TO GET THAT NEW ASSHOLE WE TALKED ABOUT!”

Seconds later the idiots came blundering around the corner, completely oblivious to their surroundings.

The sand troll Mages immediately turned on them and opened fire.

“Aw shit,” the orc cursed, and was forced into rushing right at the trolls so he could tank for the group.

Suddenly a chain flew out of nowhere and bound the orc’s arms to his body.

“What the HELL?!” he roared as he helplessly endured a nasty beat-down from the sand trolls and winked out of existence.

“Warlock – você é um homem morto!” the Shadow Knight yelled, only to get a fireball in the face for his efforts. “Que diablos?!”

The goblin and Priest spun around, trying to find out where the potshots were coming from – but then the troll Mages started attacking them and they were too busy to do much more than defend themselves.

That’s when I started hitting them with Darkfire.

“God dammit!” the dead Priest yelled as black fire raced across his body.

The goblin saw me duck back into the walkway. He sighted along his arrow, waiting for me to reappear – but then a chain and a fireball smacked him upside the head at the same time. A couple more blasts from the troll Mages and he was toast.

The Shadow Knight raced towards my position, ignoring the damage the sand trolls were inflicting.

But he was only at 22% Health, so two seconds of Soul Suck and he vaporized.

Now only the Priest was left to fend off the sand trolls.

“Meera – fly down there and cut off his head,” I instructed her.

She launched herself from the walkway.

The dead Priest just about shat himself when he saw her appear out of nowhere. 

He turned and ran, screaming like a little kid – 

FWOOSH went the flaming sword.

Off went his head.

The Priest immediately disappeared.

“Good job, guys!” I cheered. “Stig and Blutus, stay where you are – Meera, come get me!”

Meera grabbed my arm and lifted me into the air.

“Over there,” I instructed, pointing to a balcony directly above the entrance to the courtyard. 

Once we touched down, we hid behind the stone parapet and waited.

The Four Horsemen of the Idiotapocalypse came racing through the doorway beneath us and headed straight for the walkway where I had been.

They didn’t bother to look behind them, so they didn’t see where all the Doomsday spells were coming from.

By the time they’d figured it out, Stig and Blutus had hit them again, the troll Mages blasted them, and my Doomsday spells kicked in within seconds of each other.

They all winked out of existence at the same time.

“This is awesome!” I laughed as Meera flew me to a spiral staircase in the corner of the courtyard. “I wish we had popcorn!”

“Popcorn?” she asked, confused.

“It’s a thing you eat when you’re enjoying something… like a play.” 

I didn’t think the concept of ‘movies’ would be that easy to explain in a mythological fantasy land.

“How do you prepare this ‘popcorn’?” she asked.

“That’s not really important right now.”

“I would like to know!”

I frowned like You are WEIRD, you know that? “You take dried kernels of corn, throw it in a pan filled with hot oil, and then it heats up and pops.”

“I see…” she said, like she was making a big effort to remember exactly what I’d said.

“Get ready, here they come!” I yelled.

So began an epic game of cat and mouse, with me, Meera, Stig, and Blutus as mice with sniper rifles and grenades, and the Four Douchebags as the dumbest cats ever. 

Every single time, they would come barreling into the labyrinth and hurriedly try to find out where we were; every single time, we would smack them down and send them back for a respawn. 

The surreal architecture of the labyrinth was perfect for sniping, seeing as there were unlimited places to hide. Plus I was able to goad them into coming down hallways where they stumbled into more sand trolls and got wiped out that much faster.

At first I would use my Invisibility spell to stay hidden until the best moment to pummel them. But the more they died, the more confident I became. 

I began taunting them openly from my positions, not even caring if they knew where I was. Which enraged them all the more. Which made them make even more stupid mistakes.

“Hey guys, what happened to that new asshole you were going to rip me? I’ve ripped you 15 new ones EACH so far!”

“Hey guys, you should go back to giving each other blowjobs in the real world! ‘Cause you SUCK!”

“Hey guys, you might want to get some Vaseline if you’re going to keep taking it up the ass like this!”

Then I took it to a new level.

I got out my bottle of rum and started lounging on the roof of the second floor, commenting as they got slaughtered on the ground.

“You guys suck so bad, I’ll give you a free shot. Come on, come and get me! Wait, watch out for that sand troll – oooh, that had to hurt. A proctologist is going to have to dislodge that one.”

“Oh – oh – he’s getting closer – WILL – HE – GO – ALL – THE – WAAAAAY – nope.”

“He’s got the ball – he’s on the 40 yard line – the 30 yard line – the OHH, now he’s just getting bent over and ass-fucked by a sand troll.”

Once I was a bit drunker, I got an idea.

“Hey, Meera – want to do something really bad?” I leered.

She looked at me warily. “What?”

“Want to go down on me?”

Her eyes widened. “…h-here?!”

“Yup.”

“Where they can see?!”

“Yup.”

Her nipples became two diamond-hard points beneath her tunic. Apparently exhibitionism was one her kinks, too.

“Why?” she asked, putting up token resistance.

“Griefing, baby. Griefing. So – you want to do it or not?”

Her face got flushed and she started breathing harder. I would have bet anything her panties were soaked.

“…if… if you order me to…”

I smirked. “Meera – give me a blowjob.”

The collar glowed. She dropped to her knees, unbuttoned my pants with a lustful look on her face, and took my soft cock in her mouth.

Once she started to suck, it didn’t stay soft much longer.

The next time the guys came into the labyrinth, they were spitting mad. Furious. 

But then they saw me in full view on the second story, a gorgeous babe kneeling down in front of me, her head bobbing back and forth on my crotch as I swigged from my bottle of rum.

“Oh, hey guys!” I called down to them. “I got bored with killing you, so I thought I’d get a blowjob while you keep on getting butt-fucked!”

In retrospect, now that I’m sober… not one of my proudest moments.

But at the time it was pretty damn hilarious.

They all stared up at me, goggle-eyed and slack-jawed.

“Bullshit,” the dead Priest snapped. “She’s just acting like she’s doing it.”

“FAKE!” the goblin roared.

But the orc ran over to the side to get a bit more of an angle. “Holy shit, it’s real! She’s actually doing it!”

The Priest, goblin, and Shadow Knight all looked at him like he’d just told them somebody had teabagged them in their sleep and the video proof was all over Pornhub.com.

“Oh, you didn’t believe me?” I called down, and turned 90 degrees so they could see Meera bobbing up and down on my shaft. 

That pretty much broke them.

The look of utter demoralization on their faces was priceless. They just stared up at me, shoulders slumped and mouths agape. 

“Close your mouths, boys – she’s the only one gettin’ any!” I shouted merrily.

The dead Priest attempted an insult. “That’s – you – you’ve got a tiny dick!”

“You would know, since you suck so many! Watch out, guys, you’re about to take it up the ass again!”

More sand trolls ran up and completely slaughtered them. 

The Four Douchebags barely bothered fighting back. They more or less just rolled over and died.

The dead Priest was the last one to go.

“You – you asshole!” he shouted feebly.

“Don’t go away mad, just go away!” I yelled.

And then he was dead, too.

I stood there waiting for them to come back, but they never did. 

I guess that watching me get my knob polished while they died pitifully over and over again was too great a burden to bear.

I checked my menu. Sure enough, all four icons had disappeared from the Dungeon Group window.

They had decided to quit rather than get pwned again.

Or watch me spooge, I guess.

“Okay, you can stop now,” I said to Meera.

But she kept bobbing up and down on my shaft, her eyes closed, her brow smoothed out with bliss.

“…or not,” I murmured as I watched, enjoying the silky wetness of her tongue and lips.

I’d been concentrating so hard on annoying the four guys that I’d been too distracted to really enjoy Meera’s efforts.

Her skills had gotten much, much better with practice. I was definitely enjoying them now.

“Boss?” Stig called as his head popped out of hiding.

His yellow eyes bugged out when he saw what was going on.

“Go back and hide!” I yelled.

He disappeared immediately, but I could hear his voice croak, “Awkward…”

Meera didn’t even miss a stroke.

A few seconds later, I could feel the familiar pressure rising and figured I ought to give her fair warning if she wanted to pull out.

“Meera,” I said. “Meera, I’m going to come – ”

She opened her eyes and gave me such an adoring, innocent expression that I immediately blew my load.

“FUUUUUUUCK!” I roared as I came in her mouth.

She sucked every last drop out of me, then daintily licked her lips.

“I like griefing,” she said with a smile, right before she put me back in her mouth and started all over again.
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After Meera, ahem, ‘griefed’ me some more, I decided to see if we could finish the dungeon by ourselves. If we could kill all the bosses on our own, then all that sweet, sweet treasure would be mine and mine alone.

Spoiler alert: It didn’t go so well.

Even though the monsters were pegged to a Level 11, it was still rough going. The Sand Witch (insert your ‘turkey on rye’ joke here) was difficult enough, but then we got to the Sphinx, and that was a whole different ball of crappiness.

The Sphinx crawled over the wall and dropped down into our path. 

Blutus about shat himself.

“WHAT in the Abyss is THAT?!” he screamed.

“Calm down,” I snapped. “She’s just going to ask a riddle.”

“Mortals, answer my riddle correctly and pass unmolested. Answer incorrectly and die.

“Whoever makes it, tells it not.

“Whoever takes it, knows it not.

“Whoever knows it, wants it not.

“What am I?

“You have one minute to answer my riddle.”

“Oh GOD,” I muttered.

I wracked my brains as the timer counted down. This time it was all on me – my NPCs were absolutely worthless for guessing. 

Whoever makes it, tells it not – making love? No, that doesn’t fit. Knows it, wants it not… spoiled food? No… but something harmful, maybe? Wait – that’s it! 

“Poison!” I yelled as the timer hit zero.

“Is that your final answer?” the Sphinx asked.

“…yes?” I said hesitantly.

“There are many poison-makers who gladly announce their wares to others, especially assassins.”

Shit, the bird lady was right.

“You have answered incorrectly. Prepare to die.”

“I don’t think she’s just asking riddles!” Blutus shrieked as the Sphinx bared her fangs.

“Shut up and try to bind her – or if she’s close enough, whack her in the head with your chains! Meera, fly over there and get in her face! Stig, just hang back and fire at will!”

In this particular configuration, Meera was our tank, drawing the Sphinx’s aggro. Only problem was, she had no armor. So three swipes of the Sphinx’s paw and she was done for.

Not only that, since the Sphinx could fly – and since Meera couldn’t go any higher than the sandstone walls – she was an easy target.

Blutus was able to bind the monster once or twice, but it was so powerful it just flexed its muscles and burst the chains. And then ate Blutus.

Stig was basically an annoyance to her, nothing more.

I spent virtually all my time Soul Sucking the Sphinx and resurrecting my demons and angel. If I had time to get in a Doomsday, I was doing well.

I didn’t do well for very long.

The Sphinx either got lucky or figured out I was the cause of all the pesky creatures attacking it, so it made a beeline straight for me.

I found myself staring down the gullet of its shark-toothed mouth – 

And then BAM! I was back in the graveyard. 

Meera and Blutus were already dead. Two seconds after my resurrection, Stig joined them on my action bar in slightly dimmed colors.

We’d wiped before we’d even gotten the Sphinx down to 400K Hit Points.

I sighed and thought it out. If we were having problems with the Sphinx, we were sure as hell going to run into issues with the giant worm. The pyramid might be okay since we knew the trick, but the final boss? No way.

We were under-powered and overmatched.

I was considering calling it when I heard a massive flap… flap… flap.

The Sphinx was soaring up above the walls of the dungeon, looking for us. Which was something it had never done before. It had always waited for us to come to it.

But remember what I said about the game screwing over teams with fewer than five players?

It had definitely decided to screw me.

The Sphinx spotted me and started heading in my direction.

“I think it’s time to call it a day,” I muttered, and quickly brought up my menu.

Quit Dungeon? Yes / No

Because I was the last one left of the original five-person dungeon party, there wouldn’t be a penalty for quitting, so I chose ‘Yes.’

The dungeon gates next to the graveyard opened with a creeeeaaaaaak, and I hightailed it out of there.

Once I was outside, the doors slammed shut behind me with a BOOM!

The spectral figure on the top of the wall intoned patronizingly, “Best to know your limits, mortal. Try again later… if you dare.”

I ignored him. I was too busy searching the skies over the dungeon for the Sphinx.

It was nowhere to be seen.

Maybe it was invisible to anyone outside the dungeon walls so as not to give players a heads-up about what was inside. Maybe it only existed within each individual ‘instance’ that was created on the server when five players entered the dungeon.

Either way, I appeared to be safe.

Next I scanned the players – both those lined up, and the crowds milling around – for a dead Priest, orcish Warrior, goblin Hunter, and Shadow Knight. 

They wouldn’t have been able to enter the dungeon for an hour after they ‘deserted,’ so they were either out here or long gone.

I steeled myself for a surprise attack, followed by a four-on-one PvP battle – but nothing happened. And no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t find them.

The Four Assholios had apparently vacated the premises.

Good. Fuck ‘em.

I walked past the line of players waiting to enter the dungeon, and noticed they were looking at me oddly. Some stared at me with outright disdain. I chalked it up to people not liking ‘losers’ who abandoned dungeons early.

Well, fuck you too, you judgmental pricks.

I walked over to my customary spot on the dune, flopped down, pulled out my bottle of rum, uncorked it, took a swig, then started the process of summoning Meera and my demons.

As soon as Meera appeared, out came her flaming sword. FWOOSH!

“Where is it?!” she cried out, looking around in panic.

“Calm down. We’re outside the dungeon,” I said.

“We quit?”

“Yes,” I said in irritation as I summoned Stig.

As soon as he appeared, he acted like a frog on scorching hot pavement and jumped up on the tallest thing nearby – which just happened to be Meera, since she was standing and I was not.

“AAAH! GET OFF ME, YOU WRETCHED THING!” she shrieked, and tried to scrape him off with her flaming sword.

“Where is it?!” Stig croaked, expertly avoiding her sword as he clambered around her back and wings.

“Get off the angel, Stig,” I ordered. “We left the dungeon.”

He jumped off Meera and thumped softly to the sand beside me. “We quit?”

“Yes,” I said, even more annoyed.

“Phew,” Stig breathed out. “Good call, boss.”

I felt a little mollified by that.

I was about to say ‘thank you’ when he added, “That thing kicked your ASS.” 

Which pretty much torched any mollification.

Meera glared at Stig. Her body language communicated that she desperately wanted to go take a shower. “Can we leave now?”

“No, I have to grind this dungeon and make some gold.”

“But that thing was crawling all over me!”

“Deal with it,” I said. “Quietly.”

She shut up, but kept wiping at any exposed skin Stig might have touched.

I summoned Blutus, who immediately dove to the sand, his arms covering his head and his ass sticking up in the air.

“WHERE IS IT?!” he bawled.

“Nowhere, you big baby,” I snarled. “We’re outside the dungeon.”

He spread his fingers and peeked out through them. “You mean we – ”

“QUIT, YES,” I snapped.

“Thank the Abyss,” he murmured, then slowly stood up.

We sat around for the next half hour, waiting. I drank while Meera squabbled with Stig like a teenage girl with her little brother.

I had been expecting to get approached again by another group, but everyone steered clear of us. Oh, there were plenty of foursomes searching for a fifth – some of them in my Level range, even – but I got nothing more than strange looks.

Finally, after it became obvious that something weird was going on, I hailed the next group of Level 15s passing by. “Hey, you guys looking for a fifth?”

“Uh, no, we’re good,” the human Warrior said hastily.

“You’re obviously not,” I said. “You’ve got four people and you’re scanning the crowd for a fifth, so why not me?”

I stood up from the dune, and the entire group stepped back three feet simultaneously.

“Okay,” I said angrily, “what gives? Why’s everybody treating me like a leper? Do I have a booger hanging out of my nose, or what?”

The group looked at each other nervously.

“WHAT!” I yelled. “Tell me!”

A female dwarf shuffled nervously. “There was a group out here earlier who, uh… warned us to avoid you.”

Those motherfucking, passive aggressive ASSHOLES.

“A Revenant Priest, an orcish Warrior, a goblin Hunter, and a Shadow Knight?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

I shook my head in disgust. “Fuckin’ narcs.”

Stig frowned. “What’s a narc?”

“It’s somebody who rats somebody else out.” I turned back to the players. “Okay, look – I can explain – ”

The male elf scrunched up his face. “What, that you like scat porn?”

I froze in complete shock for about three seconds.

Then I exploded.

“WHAT THE FUCK?! THEY TOLD YOU THAT?!”

“About your enthusiasm for ‘Two Girls, One Cup’? Uh, yeah.”

“Mother FUCKERS – ”

“What’s scat porn?” Meera asked innocently.

“NOTHING. Look, guys – ”

“What did the two girls do with the cup?” Meera asked.

“NEVER MIND!” I shouted. 

All I needed was for her to decide that she liked that kink, too. 

I turned back to the four players. “Look, everything they told you was a LIE.”

“So… you don’t like ‘Lemon Party,’ either?” the dwarf asked.

“NO!”

“Goatse?” the Warrior asked.

“GOD NO! Look, those four dipshits were complete assholes. They ignored me when I told them I was only running the dungeon for the loot – and then when I did exactly what I said I was going to do, they called me retarded.”

“Which isn’t nice,” Blutus interjected solemnly. 

I almost expected a rainbow to appear with the words The More You Know…


I soldiered on with my litany of indignities. “They ignored me again when I told them I’d already run the dungeon, they did every stupid goddamn thing you can think of, and then the Priest refused to heal me and tried to leave me for dead – so I used the dungeon layout against them and we griefed them.”

Meera got a bewildered look on her face. 

“No, I griefed you!” she whispered loudly.

The four players all looked confused.

“SHH,” I hissed at Meera in a panic. 

All I needed was for the others to hear about the blowjob. It was obviously not in the same ballpark (or league, or even the same fuckin’ sport) as ‘Lemon Party’ and Goatse, but I was trying to avoid the whole ‘pervert’ label, and admitting to getting a hummer in public as a form of retribution probably wouldn’t go down so well.

Pun intended.

Thankfully, Meera’s collar glowed and she shut her mouth.

“Look,” I said, “they obviously wanted revenge for me kicking their asses repeatedly, so they’re straight-out lying to everybody. Here’s the deal: I need loot and treasure. That’s it. I’ve run the dungeon successfully and I know how to get past everything. Well… except for the Sphinx, that depends on whether we can figure out the riddles or not.”

“There’s a Sphinx?!” the dwarfette asked happily.

Stig, Meera, and Blutus all nodded slowly in unison, their eyes wide and faces somber.

“…I take it that’s not a good thing?” the dwarf asked again, her smile fading.

“With five of us it’ll be fine,” I said. “Look, if you want to run the dungeon fast, I can take you the shortest way there. If you want the scenic route, I can do that, too. But I need every single copper and sand worm gland I can loot. That’s my one requirement.”

“…sand worm… glands?” the Warrior asked, his face twisting in disgust.

“You’ll see,” I reassured him. “And I’ll show you exactly how to get past them. So – what do you say?”

The four looked around at each other hesitantly. 

One by one, they nodded.

“Alright,” the human Warrior said, “but I swear to God, if you start talking about ‘Two Girls One Cup’ – ”

“DUDE, I don’t even like that shit!” I hissed, then added at the last second, “Literally!”

They all stared at me – and then got the joke and laughed.

“Alright… let’s do it,” the female dwarf said.

They decided they wanted the scenic route, so we visited every single room. All four members of the group turned out to be super chill, and they all joined in on the looting. 

Even though every dead monster would yield loot to every single player who took the time to search them, most players disdained it because it was boring work for little reward. Plus, most people just wanted to go fight the next mini-boss. 

But these guys all joked and laughed while we looted together. It was like we were all picking blueberries down on the farm or some other Norman Rockwell shit.

We were all Level 15s, so the monsters were harder to kill – but since I knew what was coming and how to kill them, it all went smoothly.

I hesitated when we got to the 250 Ghoul graves. I thought about trying to rip off the treasure for my own, but my conscience got the better of me. The group had been nothing but cool, so I decided to be honest and clue them in. I flew across the graves with Meera, then came back and laid out the treasure on the sand. They were so appreciative that they let me have two of the items for my troubles.

By the way, I switched out my Scepter of the Servant for the Wand of the Dead, and damn if it didn’t make a nice change not having a big, heavy staff strapped to my back. Not to mention the extra boost in power.

Interestingly enough, the Sphinx gave us the same riddle that had befuddled me before:

“Whoever makes it, tells it not.

“Whoever takes it, knows it not.

“Whoever knows it, wants it not.

But the dwarf chick figured out the answer within 20 seconds.

“Oh – counterfeit money!” she yelled gleefully.

Holy shit…

I got them past the worms, I explained the whole pyramid scenario to them, and we killed the last boss without anybody dying once. All in all, a silky smooth run.

At the end, the tiny lizard priest asked us, “Each of you must make a choice as to which reward you wish: treasure or wisdom?”

As a wise gnome once said, Fuck wisdom. Gimme treasure.

This time I got a set of plate armor gauntlets. Couldn’t use them since I was limited to cloth armor, but they would still fetch two gold on the open market.

The dwarf and the Warrior opted for wisdom, but I didn’t ask what the Oracle told them. Didn’t care.

At the end of it all, I shook hands with the group. “Thanks, guys – this went much better than my last run.”

“You’re alright,” the Warrior grinned. “For a guy whole likes ‘Two Girls, One Cup,’ that is.”

“I still don’t understand about the two girls – ” Meera started.

“SHH,” I shushed her, then shot the Warrior a look.

“Sorry,” he said with a giant grin. “Mind if we put you on our Friends list?”

“Yeah, absolutely. I’ll do the same. Say… can I ask you guys a favor?”

“If it involves opening up a suspicious JPEG, then no,” the female dwarf joked.

“NO it does NOT,” I said, then explained what I wanted.

They all laughed and agreed – and that was how I spent the next half hour escorted by character witnesses, going around to every damn person lingering outside the dungeon, explaining how I did not like scat porn or lemon parties and that any claims to the contrary were damn lies even worse than statistics.

There were quite a few players who had arrived after the assassination attempt on my character, and they were mightily confused. But as soon as they heard what had happened, they all laughed their asses off.

My attempts to clear my good name had an unexpected side benefit: once people heard I had run the dungeon twice and had the angelic key to getting nigh unobtainable treasure, they began clamoring for my services as a guide. I begged off until one group offered to let me keep every single sellable weapon and piece of armor, since all they wanted was the XP. That was an offer I couldn’t refuse. 

I said goodbye to my four new pals and entered the dungeon again.

It was a pattern I repeated four more times that day: grind, come out with character witnesses, repeat. The dungeon itself got pretty damn boring by the fourth time through, but I was banking mad loot.

Not to mention I leveled up! Level 16 came with a passive ability – meaning that I didn’t have to trigger it, it was just automatically there. It was called ‘Supercharged Heal,’ and it made Self-Sacrifice 25% more effective. Not exactly exciting, but it did make it easier to keep my demons and Meera alive.

On the sixth time through the dungeon, my curiosity got the better of me. When the lizard priest asked me whether I wanted wisdom or treasure, I finally chose wisdom.

Everybody else snorted.

“Really?” the troll Mage of the group said.

“You roll through here six times,” I answered, “you might just choose the wisdom too, out of boredom.”

“You want wisdom?” the goblin Priest asked. “Here’s some wisdom: never eat yellow snow.”

“If you go to prison, don’t pick up the soap,” the orc Monk chimed in.

“Don’t order fish at restaurants on Mondays,” the female blood elf Paladin said.

The entire group stared at her.

“Because it’s left over from the weekend,” she explained.

“Oh… that’s actually pretty good,” the orc Monk mused. “Where’d you get that?”

“An old food critic named Anthony Bourdain.”

“Huh…”

“You and you alone may enter the Temple of Tharos,” the lizard priest said to me. “Take the Light of Knowledge and go and see the Oracle, and she shall bestow upon you her wisdom of the ages. But tell no one what you see or hear within.”

“Stay here,” I ordered Meera, Stig, and Blutus as I walked towards the temple.

“If you find out the Meaning of Life, tell us,” the troll Mage called out after me.

“That’s easy. It’s a life with meaning,” the blood elf said.

“That’s pretty good, too – where’d you get that?”

“Instagram, bitches,” the woman said, then added hesitantly, “…I think. It was either that or a Lifetime movie.”

I tuned out their chatter as I entered the temple, grabbed the torch on the wall, and took in my surroundings. The decorations were straight out of the Well of Souls in Raiders of the Lost Ark: Egyptian hieroglyphs carved into dusty sandstone walls, Anubis-looking statues towering overhead, with my torch casting flickering shadows over everything. At least there weren’t any snakes.

At the end of the room was a cobweb-strewn doorway, and beyond that, a darkened hall.

I told myself that every other person who had chosen Wisdom had come back out unscathed, so I started down the hall. Though I still kept Soul Suck on speed dial, you might say.

As I continued through the darkness, my torch flame grew smaller and smaller, then finally died out completely.

I guess the Light of Knowledge only takes you so far.

Ooooh. Symbolic.

As I crept forward in the dark, my eyes gradually registered a few flickering candles at the end of the hallway. They were arranged on a series of stone shelves, and on one of the shelves was a clear glass bottle.

Where the hell is the Oracle? I wondered.

As I stepped in front of the bottle, something small moved inside. 

I jerked back in surprise, then heard a tiny whisper from the opening in the glass:

“…you have come seeking wisdom, yes?… then listen well, mortal…”

Holy shit.

The Oracle was inside the bottle, and was apparently no bigger than a grasshopper.

I was suddenly transported back to high school English honors when we read “The Waste Land” by T.S. Eliot. The beginning of the poem starts off with a bunch of Latin and Greek from some ancient text, where the writer says he saw an ancient oracle. Apparently when the god Apollo offered to grant her anything she wanted, she wished for immortality – which was a mistake. She should have asked for eternal youth. Instead, as she grew older, she shriveled and shrank until she became so small she could fit inside a bottle, which is where she lived. Eventually she became little more than a tourist attraction for curious onlookers. And when the people who came to see her asked what she wanted, she replied, “I want to die.”

Creepy.

Apparently the makers of the game had patterned this scene after that quote from “The Waste Land,” because all the details were there: the bottle. The tiny oracle. The whisper of a voice, ancient and frail.

I leaned in close. Through the mouth of the bottle I saw a tiny humanoid shape no bigger than my pinky. It looked like a frail old female elf with a face more wrinkled than a walnut shell. She was dressed in a robe small enough for a doll’s doll, and she sat on a piece of moss. Next to her, a twig looked big as a log.

“…heed my words…” the Oracle whispered in a voice that sounded as exhausted as she was small. “…there is only ‘I like’ and ‘I do not like’… there is only ‘I want’ and ‘I do not want’… if you cannot abide the sunlight, ask the sun if it will stop shining… it may well set at your request… but if it does not accept your entreaties, then either stay and accept its light… or step into the shadow and look back no more…”

I waited.

Nothing more came out of the bottle.

“…that’s it?” I asked, incredulous.

No answer.

I straightened up and grimaced.

I should’ve taken the treasure.

I felt my way back through the dark hall. The torch reignited as soon I entered the temple, and I replaced it on the wall.

“So?” the orc Monk asked me as I exited. “Did you find out the Meaning of Life?”

“Yeah. It’s a ‘life with meaning.’”

They all stared in shock.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” the blood elf exclaimed.

“Yeah, I am. But seriously, ‘a life with meaning’ is SO much better than whatever the fuck I just heard in there.”

“What was it?”

“You must not reveal the secrets of the Oracle!” the lizard priest insisted.

I ignored him. “‘I like it, I don’t like it, I want it, I don’t want it’ or some shit like that.”

“What the hell does that mean?” the orc asked.

“Fuck if I know. Let me know if you figure it out.”

The lizard priest scowled at me furiously. “You are never to reveal the wisdom of the Oracle to others! It was meant for you and you alone!”

“I could’ve gotten more wisdom out of a fortune cookie,” I snapped. “And I would’ve at least gotten some Orange Chicken to go with it.”

“Your so-called wisdom sounds like my girlfriend and sex,” the troll Mage joked. “Actually, only the ‘I don’t want it’ part.”

“Probably because of the way you do it,” the blood elf teased. “She’s all, ‘I DON’T LIKE IT.’”

“Hardy har har,” the troll said, unamused.

After my experience, all of the others stuck with the treasure.

“Wise choice,” I said sardonically, wishing I’d done the same.

“See, man, you brought us the real wisdom,” the orc said. “Even if you couldn’t use it for yourself.”

That seemed a depressingly apt description of my life at the moment.
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By the time we said goodbye to our group, the sun started to set. I was exhausted, as were Stig, Meera, and Blutus, so I decided to call it a day. We went into the city, I cashed in all my worm glands and treasure, and came up with 41 gold.

Not too shabby – although with all the slogging through sand-filled labyrinths I’d done, it felt like I should have earned about five times more. But I was content with the haul.

Meera got in a snit again about Blutus coming home with us, so I gave him and Stig a handful of silver each and told them to meet us at the dungeon tomorrow morning.

I overheard a snatch of conversation between the two demons as they walked away.

“Why don’t they want me to visit them?” Blutus asked Stig.

“You are not missing anything,” Stig said. “It is awkward to hear the humans doing the – ”

fwap-fwap-fwap

I sighed and turned away.

Meera looped her arms around my neck and gazed up into my eyes. “Would Master like dinner, followed by a nice, hot bath… and then punishing his bad little slut?” she whispered.

“Yeah… why don’t you go on home and get that started,” I told her.

She pouted. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I’ll be along shortly.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have to run an errand first.”

“Why can’t I come with y– ”

“MEERA, GO HOME and get dinner ready,” I snapped.

Her collar glowed, she did an about-face, and then walked off towards her high-rise.

Damn that collar made my life so much easier.

I was planning on going back to her place, but something had been nagging at me, and I had to take care of it first. And having an angel with me wasn’t going to make it any easier.

I made my way to the bridge and entered the Underneath. Then I systematically made a search of every bar, stopping to talk to every bartender and bouncer.

“Hey, have you seen a blue demon recently? Big head, skinny little body, talks like this?” I asked in a high-pitched voice.

But no one had seen Dorp.

I had a drink or two during my search, I’ll admit.

Okay, maybe more than two.

After a couple of hours I gave up and headed home. My conscience kept nagging at me, though, despite all the alcohol I’d consumed.

Soon something else began to nag at me: the feeling that I was being watched.

I looked back a couple of times, but didn’t see anyone else on the dimly lit street. I figured I was just buzzed and paranoid, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling.

When I was getting close to Meera’s, I passed through a particularly dark stretch between streetlamps. That’s when I darted into an alleyway and waited.

Sure enough, thirty seconds later a bunch of figures came scuttling along in the darkness. They’d stayed far enough back to keep me in sight the whole time, though they’d stuck to the shadows to avoid detection.

Demons. At least a dozen of them. Including a black, scaly one that looked like a certain children’s animated movie dragon.

The demon I’d saved Meera from.

He and the others must have followed me from the Underneath with the plan to find out where I was living. Maybe even ambush me.

Shit.

I was about five minutes’ walking distance from Meera’s building. What the hell was I supposed to do? 

I could try taking them all on at once, even though it would be suicidal trying to fight them all by myself. 

I supposed I could hit them with Doomsday repeatedly, then alternate Darkfire with Soul Suck to keep me alive as long as possible.

…or I could just use Invisibility and run away.

Discretion is the better part of valor, right?

I seriously considered it – but the street we were on was a straight shot to Meera’s. There was no way in hell I could run a quarter mile in 20 seconds, which was how long I would have until the spell ended. Then they would see me and follow me. If I did manage to make it to her building before they caught up with me, they would still know exactly where we lived.

An alternative was I could sneak down a side street and try to avoid them. That was a pretty good idea, but then I would be giving up my sole advantage of knowing exactly where they were. I might stumble into them again by accident as I tried to circle around to Meera’s.

Or… I could sneak past them in Invisible mode and spy on them.

In the end, that’s what I decided to do. It appealed more to my booze-addled, thrill-seeking brain.

Besides… fuck these assholes.

Just as they were about to reach my alleyway, I triggered Invisibility and snuck through their ranks.

“Where is he?” Toothy muttered to himself as I passed by just a few feet away.

“Why do you care so much about this human, Xathos?” asked one of the other demons, a frightening figure that looked like a skinned minotaur, all pulpy red skin and veins of fat.

Xathos, huh?

I preferred ‘Toothy.’

“He killed Strok and Ilis,” Toothy snarled. “Plus he’s Warlock scum.”

Another demon hidden in the shadows said, “But the imp stays with him without a collar. And I heard someone say he was the one who liberated Abaddon.”

I wanted to yell, Yeah! Doesn’t THAT get me any brownie points?!

“What do I care for the slaves of Abaddon?” Toothy sneered. “If they were real demons, they would have never been enslaved in the first place.”

Wow. What an asshole.

“Not to mention he kept you from getting the pigeon,” snickered another demon. 

Pigeon?

I assumed they were talking about Meera.

Must be demon slang for angels.

My Invisibility was about to run out, so I darted down another alleyway as they crept past.

I hid there and listened as their murmurs died out. Then I waited until my three-minute cooldown expired, and triggered Invisibility again.

And so the mouse became the cat. Or, well, at least an invisible mouse.

I would run up the street until I saw the demons and hide just as the spell was running out. Then I would stay concealed until my cooldown was over and I could use Invisibility again. 

It was sort of like a reverse game of Hide-And-Seek, and it was a bigger rush than anything I’d experienced since griefing the Four Douchebags.

It took me almost 15 minutes to get to Meera’s that way, but I finally reached her high-rise.

The demons had long since passed her building when I triggered my final Invisibility spell. I snuck past the unsuspecting doorman and entered the golden portal. 

“Where have you been?!” Meera asked frantically when I walked into the penthouse. “I was worried sick!”

“Shhh,” I said, and quickly strode past her to the window. I cast All-Seeing Eye and sent it down to street level, thirty stories below.

The demons were several hundred feet further up the street, still looking for me in confusion and arguing amongst themselves.

“He must have gone in a building and we just didn’t see,” one said.

“No, he played a trick on us,” Toothy snarled. “I know it.”

They continued to bicker until the Eye ran out and I found myself standing by the window once again.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“What?” Meera asked fearfully.

I told her what had happened. She didn’t seem very concerned.

“They’re demons,” she said, as though they were beneath contempt.

“But they know where I am!” I said, then added, “…roughly.”

“They can’t get in here.”

“You don’t have any locks on the door!” I exclaimed.

“I’m the only one who decides who can come through the portal. There’s no way they can enter without my permission, so stop worrying about them and come to dinner,” Meera said, then added slyly, “We’ll take a bath together afterwards… among other things.”

Dinner was nice. The bath was nicer.

And the sex was a pleasant diversion, even if I did have to fantasize about Alaria to come.

As Meera slept afterwards, I cast the All-Seeing Eye several times and checked out the dark street.

I didn’t see anything, but that made me feel only slightly better.

They were still out there in the shadows somewhere. Waiting.

It took me a long time to fall asleep.
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There was one little bit of blowback from my adventure with the Four Douchebags that I wasn’t anticipating.

As I was lying in bed the next morning listening to Meera move around the kitchen, a flashing red computer window appeared in my field of vision.

LOG OUT IMMEDIATELY AND REPORT TO SUPERVISOR.

Uh-oh…

What the hell is THAT about?

As far as Meera was concerned, I was still asleep, so this was the perfect time. I logged out and woke up in the immersion unit in the Westek lab.

After a quick bathroom break and a couple of glasses of water to rehydrate, I made my way to my boss’s office.

I racked my brains the entire way there. What could be the problem? Was I spending too long in Exardus? Was I grinding the dungeons too much? Did he want me to move on? Was the kinky sex with Meera throwing up some kind of warning signs in the system? 

I was getting over Alaria… sort of… so it couldn’t be my job performance, could it? Was he going to make me go see the damn therapist again?

I found John’s office, which had a floor-to-ceiling glass window with a great view of Westek’s tree-lined campus. His office was all modern furniture and clean lines with a desk devoid of anything but a sleek computer monitor.

I knocked lightly on the open door. As soon as John looked up and saw me, his face clouded over.

“Ian,” he said brusquely, and gestured to a chair on the opposite side of his desk. “Come in.”

I sat down nervously and forced a smile. “How’s it going?”

“Not good. I got forwarded a complaint from Support.” He paused and clicked his mouse, then scanned his monitor. “It seems four players complained about an incident in the Tomb of Tharos dungeon where a Warlock ‘pervert’ named Ian exposed his penis to them during an incident of fellatio with an NPC.”

Oh SHIT.

Those whiny little narc BITCHES – 

“I can explain,” I said as my heart thudded in my chest.

“I’m sincerely hoping you can,” John said acidly.

“First off, it was simulated,” I said, lying through my teeth. “They didn’t see anything.”

“Really.” John turned back to his monitor and scanned the screen. “Because in the complaint, they said they saw – and I quote – ‘actual dong, although it was incredibly small.’”

John sighed heavily, like he couldn’t believe he was being reduced to reading complaints about ‘dong.’

“Well that just proves they’re lying,” I joked. “Have you seen my game avatar’s junk? Baby elephant trunk.”

John glared at me.

Okay, THAT bombed.

“That was a joke. And obviously in poor taste considering the circumstances,” I said quickly. “But seriously, these guys were complete assholes. Four of the most abusive players I’ve ever run across in years of playing OtherWorld.”

That was stretching it quite a bit. They were really just garden-variety assholes, nothing special. I’d just been drunk and angry, which had made them seem worse.

“Abusive in what way?” John asked.

“They…”

Totally ignored me?

Didn’t heal me?

Set me up to die?

It was at that moment that I realized, Huh… maybe I overreacted a tiny bit…

Then I remembered one detail where they went waaaay over the line.

“They went around telling everybody I was into scat porn!” I said self-righteously. 

John looked queasy. “…are you?”

“NO!!! It was blatant character assassination so nobody else would go into a dungeon with me!”

“Wait – was this before or after you exposed yourself?”

…damn.

“Allegedly exposed myself,” I said in the best lawyer’s voice I could fake. “And… no. It was after.” 

John glared at me. “You provoked them first, so that doesn’t count. Anything else?”

I flailed about for whatever I could remember. “Well, for one, they used ‘retard’ repeatedly as an insult.”

‘Repeatedly’ wasn’t exactly true.

…okay, it wasn’t true at all.

In fact, I think I had used the word more than they did, but I wasn’t about to cop to that.

John narrowed his eyes. I could almost read his thoughts: These guys called you ‘retarded’ and that’s the most abusive thing you’ve encountered in years of playing OtherWorld? How big of an oversensitive snowflake ARE you?

“Plus they were homophobic, sexist, and racist,” I added.

Which was a lie. 

Or… maybe it wasn’t. 

Maybe they actually were homophobic and sexist and racist.

…and just hadn’t shown any real evidence of it while I was around them. Just general assholery.

To be honest, all my comments about them sucking dick and taking it up the ass were actually way more homophobic than anything they’d said.

But at this point I was throwing out any and all traits that Westek’s HR would clutch their pearls over. I mean, if it was a fireable offense in a major corporation, surely that meant it wasn’t acceptable in the game, right? You can’t give me sensitivity training and then say it doesn’t matter when other people do it.

Of course, there was the eensy, teensy little part about me making it all up, but – hey. Details. I was trying to keep my job here.

And those fuckers hadn’t had any problem lying to people and telling them I was into scat.

Was I proud of lying to my boss? No. Of course not. I was being a total dipshit.

But as far as those other four dipshits were concerned, I would lie and throw them under the bus all day long for one simple reason: they broke the unwritten code of gaming. If you engage in asshole behavior towards another player, don’t go crying to Mommy if the other guy out-assholes you. Take it like a man, or don’t be an asshole in the first place.

Or track the other guy down in an endless vendetta of PvP and ganking.

But don’t go narcing people out, you whiny little bitches.

John crossed his arms. “I’m not hearing anything that justifies exposing yourself OR performing a sex act in front of them, simulated or not.”

“John, you’ve gotta believe me – those guys are liars and assholes. They were abusive. They repeatedly tried to kill me. They – ”

“That’s the GAME, Ian,” John interrupted angrily. “The whole point of PvP is killing other players.”

“Not in a dungeon. The whole point of a dungeon is to work together in a team, not fuck each other over, which they were doing to me repeatedly. And even if killing me was the point, don’t I have a right to fight back?” I said, becoming angry myself. “You don’t expect me to just lay down and die every time some idiot tries to backstab me, do you? I’m supposed to be playing the game like an actual player, and that’s not what an actual player would do.”

“No, but what I don’t expect is for you to participate in obscene behavior – AND expose a highly classified part of the company’s impending next-gen expansion, I might add.”

“Which part are you most upset about?” I asked coldly. “Exposing my junk, or exposing the upgrade?”

John looked shocked – and then absolutely furious.

Oh shit. Shouldn’t have said that.

“Ian,” he said, his voice becoming chillingly quiet, “you are skating on thin ice here. I was initially cutting you a lot of slack because of what happened your first week on the job, but you have now burned through all your residual goodwill.”

I wanted to say, Oh, you mean that part where you almost turned me into a fucking vegetable in a coma stuck inside your videogame? but I wisely bit my tongue.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I… I got a little carried away.”

“Yeah, it seems you’ve gotten ‘carried away’ a lot lately. The drunken behavior in the game, now this – and why are you grinding a dungeon, anyway?” he asked in irritation.

“I got into debt to a mob boss to fix the Revenge, and now I’m in trouble.” I decided to try getting on John’s good side with a little Teach me, o wise leader flattery. “Any advice?”

He wasn’t falling for it.

“Yeah. Get yourself out of debt.”

Jerk.

I smiled wryly. “Easier said than done. I was thinking of just buying somebody’s extra gold in the real world and – ”

“No,” John interrupted. “You don’t get to buy your way out of every problem. You got yourself into it, you dig yourself out of it like any other player. We pay you to test the game, not cheat your way out.”

ASSHOLE.

“Okay,” I said coldly, and didn’t say anything more.

John looked at me in silence for a few seconds. Seeing that that particular branch of our conversation was now a dead end, he launched into the endgame.

“While you are on the clock, you are a representative of this company. Your behavior reflects on Westek. You are not some civilian who pays a fee every month and can act however he wants. There are standards to this job, and we expect you to uphold them.”

I wanted to lash out with some comment like Yeah, I really like your standards where NPCs will do anal, but I wisely bit my tongue again.

“I’m filing a report on this incident,” John said.

AND IT WILL GO DOWN IN YOUR PERMANENT RECORD, I wanted to shout from the Violent Femmes song, but again bit my tongue.

I’d almost bitten it in half by now.

“Look, this job isn’t for everybody,” John said. “If you don’t like it, get out. If you don’t want to work here, then leave. But if you’re going to stay, then clean up your act. You make one more mistake of this magnitude and it’s a fireable offense. If you can’t be an adult on the job, don’t bother showing up for work tomorrow.”

FUCKING ASSHOLE.

I kept my expression carefully composed, though I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks and the muscles in my face twitching as I said, “Sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t. Dismissed,” John said, and turned back to his monitor.

I got up and walked out of the office.

Then I went and stomped around the grounds outside Westek for twenty minutes before all my fantasies of violent rage finally subsided to a manageable level.

Motherfucking PRICK! Condescending SHITHEAD! 

I kept replaying the conversation in my mind, but this time used my esprit d’escalier to skewer him mercilessly.

Okay, it was actually more like berserker screaming than witty responses, but whatever.

You have now burned through all your residual goodwill.

WHY, JOHN? CUZ LEGAL SAID I COULDN’T SUE YOUR ASS ANYMORE?

There are standards to this job, and we expect you to uphold them.

WHAT, LIKE FUCKING ANGELS UP THE ASS? IS THAT PART OF THE STANDARDS, YOU GODDAMN HYPOCRITE?

Look, this job isn’t for everybody. If you don’t like it, get out. If you don’t want to work here, then leave.

OH, IT’S NOT FOR EVERYBODY, HUH? IS THAT – IS –  

I slowed down and frowned.

His words kept bothering me for some reason.

If you don’t like it, get out. If you don’t want to work here, then leave.

…why did that sound familiar?

don’t like it

don’t want

like

want

I stopped in my tracks like somebody had punched me in the gut.

The Oracle.

…there is only ‘I like’ and ‘I do not like’… 

…there is only ‘I want’ and ‘I do not want’… 

…if you cannot abide the sunlight, ask the sun if it will stop shining… 

…it may well set at your request… 

…but if it does not accept your entreaties, then either stay and accept its light… 

…or step into the shadow and look back no more…

How the fuck had the Oracle known this was going to happen with my job?!

Then I realized the obvious: she hadn’t. That was impossible.

Her advice to me was just boilerplate metaphysical mumbo jumbo. Thousands of people were going to hear it over the course of the game.

Like horoscopes and fortune cookies, it was just vague enough that people could read into it whatever they wanted and apply it to whatever situation they were in.

And yet…

There was some truth at the core, and that was what was hitting me hard.

Now that I had calmed down, I examined my position a bit more rationally.

I was fucking furious at how my boss had treated me – but as much as I hated John right now, I had to admit he had a point.

The way I’d acted in the dungeon towards the Four Assholios had been… well… let’s just say ‘egregious.’ I still thought it was funny and an epic pwning, but I had to admit it had been juvenile and tasteless.

And the fact was, I was on Westek’s dime when I did it. John had every right to bitch at me. 

What if there had been video of what I’d done? What if the entire incident had gone viral? Westek would be looking at tens of millions of dollars’ worth of bad publicity. Maybe even hundreds of millions. I’d actually dodged a bullet by only getting an email complaint.

And I would have lost the best job I’d ever had. I was getting paid top dollar to live in a virtual fantasyland, do cool shit, and bang hot chicks.

And fall in love.

I suddenly felt ill. I hated that I couldn’t stop thinking about Alaria. At my lowest moments, I would always return to her and think about everything I’d lost.

But, again, I realized that the problem, ultimately, was me.

This entire downward spiral I found myself in was because of me. Not Alaria – me.

I’d done something really fucking stupid by trying to get the programmer to change her. I’d betrayed her trust, and I’d been dumped. Rightfully so.

It was time I accepted the consequences, let her go, move on with my life, and start acting like an adult.

Instead of a whiny little bitch.

There’s a part in Jimmy Buffett’s song ‘Margaritaville’ where he talks about there being a woman to blame, and in each successive verse he goes from ‘it’s nobody’s fault’ to ‘it could be my fault’ to ‘it’s my own damn fault.’

I’d finally moved into the ‘it’s my own damn fault’ phase.

…with the help of an old lady the size of a grasshopper.

I marched back up to John’s office and knocked on the door again.

He looked up. First he was surprised, then suspicious. “What is it?”

“I just wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier. I realize now I’ve been screwing up a lot lately, and I had a bad attitude. But things are going to be different from here on out. I promise.”

He looked a little shocked, then a tiny bit impressed. “Alright – I’m glad to hear it.”

I nodded, said “Thanks,” and turned to go. 

But something stopped me.

“John?” I asked.

“What,” he said, distracted by something on his monitor.

“You know the Oracle in the Tomb of Tharos?”

“What about her?”

“They pre-write everything she says, right? Like fortune cookies or horoscopes?”

“No,” John said, still only half-paying me attention. “It’s a form of AI like Alaria. The game actually analyzes all your actions and looks for patterns it can help you with in gameplay. So every time she says something, it’s personalized.”

I stood there in shock.

John looked up at me quizzically. “Why?”

“…no reason,” I said, stunned. “Thanks.”

John gave me a weird look as I closed the door and left.

Had the Oracle been able to predict my blow-up with John because of how I’d messed with the Four Douchebags? 

It seemed unlikely… yet here we were.

All of her words still didn’t make sense to me, though. The whole thing about Ask the sun if it will stop shining didn’t really seem to apply to my current situation.

But if she hadn’t been talking about work, then what had she been talking about? 
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I logged back in and found myself in bed looking up at Meera standing next to me.

“Naughty Master, sleeping the day away. I thought we needed to get back to the dungeon.” Then her voice grew husky and suggestive. “Unless you want to spend the whole day in bed…”

If it had been Alaria suggesting it, I would have taken her up on it without hesitation.

But I’d had enough kinky sex for a while.

“Nope, we need to go to work,” I said as I jumped out of bed, ignoring her disappointed expression.

I got dressed, then we ate a quick breakfast and set off down the streets of Exardus.

I found myself unexpectedly cheerful. I even whistled a little Disney tune and thought of the REAL words in my head:

I owe,

I owe,

It’s off to work I go!

Or as my uncle used to say, Another day, another dollar. A million days, a million dollars.

Or gold pieces.

Whatever.

Stig and Blutus were waiting for us at the entrance to the dungeon. With them and Meera as my backup, I got invited to join a group quickly, and I led them through the maze. 

Then we came out, and I did it again.

And again.

And again.

By the end of the day, I’d done it seven times and I was bushed – although we’d had another good day. Nobody had let me keep the entire treasure haul like yesterday, but I’d still walked off with loot worth 42 gold, for a two-day total of 83. Not too shabby.

Not only that, but I’d leveled up again. Level 17! No new powers, but my Mana, Intellect, and Stamina had all gotten another bump.

“Let’s go out and celebrate tonight,” I told the group.

“Or we can stay in and celebrate,” Meera purred.

“…let’s go out,” I said, ignoring her pouting.

We traded in my loot, which freed up my bags for the next day and put a pronounced jingle in my pocket. 

On a whim, I decided to swing by the shipyards on our way home. I could keep three gold for the impending celebrations and give Varkus 80, which would put a small but symbolic dent in my debt.

“Wait here, guys,” I said, and left them by the docks.

I walked into the main office and asked for Varkus. A female goblin secretary, complete with horn-rimmed glasses and a piled-high bun of silver hair, looked me up and down snootily. “What is this in regards to?”

“I want to pay him back some money I owe him.”

“Oh,” she said, sounding surprised. “One moment, please.”

She stood up from her desk and disappeared through a wooden door.

“Send him in!” Varkus’s voice boomed from the next room over.

The secretary opened the door wide for me. “Mr. Gark will see you now.”

“Thank…”

My voice trailed off as two armored goons – one orc, the other a werewolf – dragged the beaten and black-eyed pulp of an elf past me. He was unconscious, and some of his limbs were bent in directions that God and Westek never intended.

I swallowed hard. I knew it was only a videogame, but Jesus.

Now I knew why the secretary had sounded surprised when I said I wanted to repay my debt. Most people who owed Varkus money didn’t walk in voluntarily on two legs; they needed to be dragged in.

And apparently dragged out, too.

I paused, then glanced over at the secretary.

She jerked her head towards the room as though to say, Go on, get on with it.

I took a deep breath, then walked through the door.

One victim out, another one in.

The goblin was sitting behind his desk, fat as a teapot in a doll’s chair.

“Ah, Mr. Hertzfelder, my favorite Warlock,” the goblin grinned, his monocle glinting against his green, warty face. “I hear you have my money.”

“Some of it,” I said, and proudly clacked down eight 10-gold coins on his desk.

He looked at the small pile in a manner I would describe as decidedly underwhelmed.

“Is that all?” he asked, puzzled.

“Well, it’s part of it,” I said defensively. “It’s just two days’ haul.”

“Two days, you say?… hrm.”

It was a somewhat alarming ‘hrm.’

“What?” I asked, my paranoia level creeping up.

“Is 40 gold what you would consider to be an average daily take from whatever… ‘activities’ you’ve engaged in to repay the loan?”

I could hear the air quotes loud and clear, and I didn’t like them.

“There’s no ‘activities’ – I’m grinding the Tomb of Tharos six or seven times a day.”

“Ah, yes, I see,” he said with a marked lack of enthusiasm. Didn’t stop him from sweeping the gold pieces off the desk and into his vest pocket, though. “Once again – is this what you anticipate to be your average daily haul?”

“I…”

I stopped and did a quick walk down memory lane. Actually, I’d had something of a windfall that first day. The time with the Four Douchebags, I’d gotten all five pieces of treasure near the Ghoul graves for a total of five gold. And then the cool group had given me an extra piece of treasure… and that one group had given me all ten pieces of treasure from the dungeon, which was 15 gold in one fell swoop…

But I couldn’t count on getting that every day. In fact, I’d had to do an extra dungeon run today to get essentially the same amount.

“…more or less,” I said uneasily.

“More or less, hrm. Well, at EXACTLY 40 gold a day, seven days a week, you’d be able to pay off 280 gold a week.”

Jesus – seven days a week?!

That was a pretty rough schedule… if you weren’t in an immersion rig doing quality control for a videogame company, that is.

On the surface, though, 280 gold a week sounded pretty good.

But I could tell from the ominous undertone in the goblin’s voice that it wasn’t.

“The problem is, you’re incurring 10% interest per week. Compounded, by the way.”

“Ten percent per week?!” I shouted. “I never agreed to that!”

“Oh, but you did.” Varkus performed a little sleight-of-hand, and a rolled-up piece of parchment magically unfurled from his palm like he was unspooling a yoyo.

My contract.

Varkus pointed to a line of microscopic print. “Right there.”

I leaned in closer and squinted at the words.

Clause 29: Weekly Interest of 10% – Compounded.

Shit – that was over 520% annually! At least!

Of course, it made sense that the video game mob would be into loansharking, too.

Varkus continued. “Which means that every week you pay me 280 gold, you’ll be going at least 120 more into the hole. Which means that you will pay off your debt to me in precisely… oh… never.”

As I stood there, I could feel the blood slowly trickling out of my face. “Are you sure?”

“Heh heh… am I sure,” he chuckled to himself. “Of course I’m sure, I wrote the contract.”

Varkus pulled a cigar out of a fancy gold box and clipped the end off with a vicious-looking cigar cutter. He frowned, then rubbed a splotch of blood off the razor-sharp blade with a silk handkerchief.

“Hrm… thought I cleaned that after the last fellow I used it on,” he muttered to himself. Then he looked up at me and grinned. “He didn’t exactly pay me, but he did leave a tip. The tip of what, I won’t say.”

I shuddered.

The goblin lit his cigar and puffed on it. The air filled with the loathsome, bitter reek of goblin tobacco. 

“Everything I’ve just said is based on the best possible case of a seven-day interest cycle, but – for the sake of simplifying things – I was ignoring the fact that you owe me the first week’s interest in two days, which means you’ll only net out 160 this week. Which means you’ll go from owing me 4400 in two days, to…”

He paused just a second to calculate in his head.

“…4664 next week.”

“Wait – no!” I protested. “4400 minus 160 is 4240 – ”

“And 10% interest on 4240 is 424, giving us 4664.” 

Oh God.

I was starting to feel sick.

“So,” Varkus said as he puffed on his stogie, “I suggest you find a slightly more lucrative line of work. Maybe assassination for hire. I could point you in the right direction if you like, make a few introductions for a small finder’s fee. A bright young fellow like yourself could be pulling in, oh, 800 a week killing the right kind of people.”

My stomach turned. “What kind of people?”

“Oh, you know – politicians, judges, witnesses. Problem people.” The goblin smiled. “I could have you work for me, but you’d have to start off at the bottom, and I don’t pay my new hires more than 300 a week.”

“Doing what?” I asked, nauseated but still morbidly curious.

“Usually breaking the bones of other people who owe me money,” he said as he blew out a smoke ring. “Anyway… think about it. The assassination bit, I mean. Good business, that. Growth industry.”

“…okay,” I said, with no intention whatsoever of ‘thinking about it.’ Being a Warlock came with its own set of moral quandaries; I didn’t feel like jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire by becoming a mob enforcer.

“And whatever you do, don’t even think about leaving town,” the goblin said.

Suddenly my hand felt strangely warm.

I held it up and stared in horror at the circular pattern glowing yellow on my skin.

It was the seal that Varkus had stamped there when I signed the contract.

“Because that will allow my men to track you wherever you are in the world,” he explained. “And when they find you, they won’t just break your legs.”

I swallowed hard as the seal faded away from my skin.

There was an uncomfortable silence as the goblin puffed on his cigar and eyed me with his cold, fish-like eyes.

I finally jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “I, uh… I’m gonna go now.”

“Don’t stumble on any bodies on your way out,” he grinned, and then spun around slowly in his chair, giving me his back.

I walked out of his office in a daze, and threaded my way through the shipyard in the growing darkness.

400 a week – just to stay even! That wasn’t even paying down the principal, just the interest!

I would need almost 60 gold a day!

I could have solved this problem easily by going out on the internet and paying a thousand dollars on the black market for 4500 in-game gold. Even though Westek actively discouraged the practice, people with way more money than sense regularly farmed out their gold-making activities so they could afford that nice new flying mount, or buy their own Century Chickenhawk.

It would suck to pay out a healthy chunk of a paycheck just to get myself out of this Varkus jam, but it would suck even more to have to grind dungeons for the next three months.

However, it wasn’t the economics of the situation that decided me against it; it was my boss’s warning still ringing in my ears.

You don’t get to buy your way out of every problem. You got yourself into it, you get yourself out of it like any other player. 

We pay you to test the game, not cheat your way out.

You make one more mistake of this magnitude and it’s a fireable offense.

John and I might have wound up okay after I went back to his office and apologized, but we weren’t that okay. I knew my character’s bank account would be closely monitored by the QC department, and I didn’t think I could plausibly claim that somehow 4500 in gold just happened to get deposited by ‘accident.’ Not and get away with it.

Caught between two mob bosses – one in real life, one in a videogame, both making my existence a few degrees shy of miserable.

How the HELL was I going to make 60 gold a DAY?!

A little voice in the back of my head whispered, Meera.

She had offered to give me 600. We’d spent 500 on her collar, then another 50 on all my bags… but she’d mentioned she would be receiving another thousand in the weeks ahead.

With 1000 gold I could knock the principal down to 3500, which might give me a fighting chance –  

No.

I was already conflicted about sleeping with her. Particularly about fantasizing about Alaria while doing it.

Not conflicted enough to stop, apparently, or refuse blowjobs to taunt rivals, but I didn’t feel great about it.

Meera was clearly in love with me, and yet I was just using her for sex.

…and her pretty damn impressive dungeon-diving skills.

But I drew the line at sponging off her for money.

…well, sponging off her any more than I already was by crashing at her place and eating her food.

Although I kind of figured I was paying her back in orgasms for that part.

I wouldn’t borrow massive amounts of money from a woman in real life – especially money I wasn’t sure I could ever pay back – and it felt just as skeezy here in OtherWorld.

I knew logically that my moral qualms were stupid. After all, Meera was
just a videogame character.

But she felt real.

Like Alaria did…

Within seconds I was deep into daydreaming about my succubus again. 

My guard was down – which is how I got nailed.

Somebody hit me hard enough from the back to send me sprawling face-first onto the ground and knock off 5% of my hit points.

I flipped over, expecting a dead Priest and a Shadow Knight – 

Instead, a black, scaly creature with a lizard’s crested head was looming over me. Next to him stood a spiky orange monstrosity and a thing that looked like Baby Cthulhu.

“So we meet again, Warlock,” Toothy sneered.

At least he only had two demons for backup instead of twelve like last night. Thank Heaven for small favors.

I was just about to Soul Suck him when a metal chain flew out of nowhere and wrapped around his body, and a small fireball scorched his forehead.

“What in the Abyss?!” he roared as he staggered backwards.

Blutus stepped out of the shadows, as did Stig.

“Human-lovers!” the black lizard sneered, then yelled at his companions, “Kill them!”

The orange porcupine and Elder God Jr. were about to attack when a blade made of fire erupted in the darkness.

FWOOSH!

Meera’s angry face appeared in the glow of the flames as she raised the sword high.

“Uh-oh,” Baby Cthulhu said, right before he skedaddled.

So did the tangerine sea urchin, which left only Toothy the Demon.

“Looks like you’re flying solo this time,” I said as I jumped to my feet.

“I don’t care – I’ll kill you all!” the demon roared.

…then he turned around and ran for it.

I hadn’t been expecting that.

I guess he believed discretion was the better part of valor, too – although he looked kind of awkward with his arms pinned to his sides by the chain.

“You’re going the wrong way if you want to kill us!” I called out after him.

“Later!” he added over his shoulder as he disappeared into the shadows of the shipyard.

For a second I thought he was angrily saying Peace out!


Then I realized he was saying, I’ll kill you LATER!

Either way, I’d had enough for today.

“Thanks, guys,” I told my crew.

“Do you want us to chase them down?” Meera asked.

“No,” I sighed. “I just want to go home.”

“So… you don’t want to go out anymore?” she asked. I caught the undertone of hope and excitement in her voice.

Oh yeah… that’s right…

The meeting with Varkus had completely taken the celebratory wind out of my sails… but I wasn’t exactly in the mood for 50 Shades of Grey reenactments, either.

“I think I just need to go home,” I said.

“And have fun?” Meera asked with undisguised longing in her voice.

“And relax.”

She didn’t look too happy at that answer, but she didn’t say anything else.

I turned to Stig and Blutus and held out 50 silver. “You guys can go have fun, though. Just be back at the dungeon tomorrow morning an hour after sunrise.”

Stig swiped the coins off my palm, and both he and Blutus yelped “Thanks, boss!” at the same time.

I watched them go, then turned reluctantly to Meera. She was standing there with her hands behind her back and an expectant smile on her face, rocking her shoulders back and forth like a little girl who’s trying to be good but can’t stand still.

Only problem was, when she did that, her breasts jiggled tantalizingly under her tunic.

I stood there, mesmerized, until all that wobbly boobage gave me a chubby and undid all my previous objections.

“Oh, all right,” I grumbled.

“Yaaaaay!” she cheered. She leapt up into my arms, wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck, and kissed me deeply.

It was nice.

Not as nice as if Alaria were doing it, but…

I pushed the succubus out of my mind and French-kissed the angel until she hungrily scooped me up in her arms and flew me home.
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And so began a pattern that continued for the next week.

Get up in the morning. Eat breakfast.

Go to the dungeon and meet Stig and Blutus.

Grind, grind, grind.

Go back to Exardus and sell off all my loot.

Then, every two or three days, go and pay off Varkus what little I had.

(It wasn’t exactly ‘little’ – I mean, I was earning 42 gold a day on average. But in comparison to my overall debt, it was a drop in the bucket. Maybe a thimbleful in the bucket at most.)

Then go home and have tons of kinky sex with Meera… usually while fantasizing about Alaria.

Then go to sleep, get up, and do it all over again.

The only aberration was when I would occasionally go to the Underneath and ask around for Dorp. It was sort of like a reverse haunting… me looking for a ghost that was nowhere to be found.

Of course, I always went to the Underneath and Varkus’s office long before sundown, just to be safe. And I always watched my back to make sure I wasn’t being tailed by any black, scaly demons.

Throughout all this, I settled into a kind of quiet desperation. I felt trapped by the same mind-numbing routine.

Yeah, yeah, I know – Welcome to the human race, ass-hat.

Or more like Welcome to the rat race.

Get up. Go to work. Come home. Eat a frozen dinner. Watch some TV. Go to bed.

That’s the real world, though. You kind of expect a humdrum life in the real world.

But when you’ve got an entire planet full of magic and dragons and mystical surroundings, and instead you’re stuck in a city of bland white skyscrapers and the boring grind of a mindless 9-to-5 out in the lifeless sands of a desert, it really drives home the question of What the hell am I doing with my life?

I bet you’re saying, At least you got to fuck a hot chick.

Except, when you’re in love with someone else and the hot chick is kind of needy and annoying and only wants to do weird shit in bed, it ain’t all that. Not after the first couple of times. Trust me.

There was a saying I’d heard: Show me the hottest chick in the world, and I’ll show you the guy who’s tired of banging her.

I always thought that was bullshit. Bedtime stories for frat boys.

Until I found out it wasn’t.

But at least it was sex, no matter how unfulfilling.

The worst was the dungeon. There were no surprises, nothing fun about it. Just the boring, repetitive sameness of it all. Like sorting out ten million white pieces of paper by whether they were ivory, eggshell, or alabaster.

Well, I did finally figure out how to kill SuperCalifragilisticExpialidocious, the chick in the pyramid. It was a matter of getting between her and the door so she couldn’t get out of the room. But even that was like figuring out how to turn on a gas grill in the middle of a forest fire: just more of the same.

I even got so bored I went in to see the Oracle again, hoping she would dispense more wisdom. But she said exactly the same thing as last time.

…there is only ‘I like’ and ‘I do not like’… 

…there is only ‘I want’ and ‘I do not want’… 

I left the temple just as frustrated as I’d entered. More frustrated, since I’d given up a piece of treasure worth a couple of gold.

The other players I dungeon-dived with at least made things bearable. Oh, I would wind up with the occasional group of assholes, but most people were fairly cool. And if not cool, then affable. And if not affable, then at least interesting. I added a good number of players to my Friends list over the weeks.

But at the end of the day, they were all just a rotating list of guest stars in the endless rerun that was my life – here for an hour and then gone, off to more adventures. And I was left behind… trapped.

Inside Meera’s luxury high-rise: trapped.

Inside the dungeon: trapped.

Inside Exardus: trapped.

Inside Vargus’s vise-grip of debt: trapped.

Inside an unfulfilling relationship: trapped.

Trapped, trapped, trapped.

For the first time, I began to understand what Alaria had been so deathly afraid of.

Dorp’s illusion of her chained, pregnant, and surrounded by screaming children? 

It didn’t seem quite so harmless to me anymore.

I was almost longing for a rematch with the dead Priest, goblin Hunter, and Shadow Knight. Anything to break up the tedium.

The one thing that was good was I kept leveling up – although it went from every other day to every few days, and then it took even longer. 

At Level 18 I gained a pretty bitchin’ new power: Hellstorm, which was my only AOE (Area of Effect) attack. Basically I could summon a swarm of little bat-winged demons about three inches tall who threw down flaming bits of sulfur at my enemies for six seconds.

The only problem was that Hellstorm made it that much easier to kill the scarabs and snakes and sand trolls… which made it that much more boring to do the dungeon… which made me want to kill myself that much sooner.

Probably not Hellstorm’s intended effect.

There was a slight deviation from the norm at Level 20 in that I didn’t get to fashion a new collar and summon a new demon. What I did get, though, was the ability to FINALLY buy and use a mount.

The day I leveled up, I went into town and – instead of doing the responsible thing and paying off Varkus – blew all my money on a jet-black stallion with glowing yellow eyes. Instead of curling down its neck, its mane turned into black mist that coiled through the air like smoke.

A fitting mount for a badass Warlock.

I named him Balrog, after the creature of shadow and fire that Gandolf fought in Lord of the Rings.

I got to ride him from Meera’s high-rise out to the dungeon… then back to the high-rise in the afternoon.

…yay.

Sort of the equivalent of buying a Ferrari to commute seven blocks.

But occasionally I would let him loose – just the two of us galloping through the dunes, his hooves thundering across the sand.

And for a moment I would feel free.

Every time, I considered not stopping. Thought about continuing on into the desert, damn the consequences.

Varkus’s bounty hunters? Fuck ‘em. 

Dying of thirst? Oh well. 

Anything to leave this humdrum existence behind.

But then caution and common sense would catch up with me and give me a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t flee Exardus. 

I had debts to repay. 

I had a job to do.

I had people counting on me.

Whether caution and common sense actually did me any good was another question entirely… but the two of them combined would always convince me to return to Exardus. 

And so I would go back to the same pattern of waking up… grinding all day… grinding at night in Meera’s bed… then lying awake, thinking of the woman I had let slip through my fingers, and dreaming of the life I was supposed to be living.

I continued like that for a while, in a downward spiral of depression and hopelessness.

Until things suddenly came crashing to a halt.
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The four of us were gathered for dinner one night. Meera had finally relented on allowing Blutus in the apartment. He was sitting at the table, ass on the floor, with his big hairy legs tucked up under his chin. He looked like one of the monsters in Where The Wild Things Are had accepted an invitation to a little girl’s tea party.

Stig was in his high chair drinking a bottle of beer. Meera had also completely relaxed on that policy, too.

I found the more she got laid, the more she relaxed. 

Funny how that works.

Meera was in the kitchen preparing dinner. Which was odd, since servants usually delivered it on silver platters.

As I sat in my chair, I started hearing odd noises.

Pop! Pop! PopPopPopPopPop!

I frowned in disbelief. It sounded a lot like she was popping popcorn – except it didn’t sound muted enough. Like she was doing it without a lid.

But how does she know how to pop – 

Oh yeah.

She’d asked about it that first day in the dungeon. How to fix it, too.

I was impressed she’d remembered. Apparently she’d been planning this for weeks.

Throughout all the popping noises, Meera kept yelling in exasperation, “Aaah! No, stop – come back here – ”

“Do you need any help in there?” I called out.

“No, I’m fine!”

Yeah, I kind of doubt that.

I got up from my chair and left Stig and Blutus at the table.

When I entered the kitchen, I was struck by a hilarious sight: Meera looking frazzled and panicked as white, puffy shapes popped! out of a skillet on the stove. Hundreds of other pieces lay all around her on the floor.

The chick could kick ass in a dungeon, but she’d been defeated by the popcorn monster.

As soon as she saw me, she burst into tears. “It was supposed to be a surprise! I had to find corn, and then get someone to dry it out, and that took weeks, and now I’ve gone and ruined it!”

I smiled at her innate sweetness, then walked over and held her as she sobbed into my shoulder. All around us, pieces of popcorn zinged through the air.

“It’s okay,” I said soothingly.

“But I messed it all up,” she sniffled.

“Actually, you did pretty good for somebody who’s never popped popcorn before,” I lied.

She looked up at me with teary eyes. “…really?”

I pulled a strand of blonde hair away from her eyes and smiled. “Yes. You did.”

Then I leaned over and kissed her gently.

I think it was the first time I’d kissed her that way – and the first time we’d ever kissed without sex being involved.

It was nice.

When I finally pulled back, she smiled shyly. “So you’re not mad?”

“No. This is the nicest thing anybody’s done for me in a long time.”

“Really?!” she asked happily, like a little girl who’d been told her mud pies were the best mud pies of all time. 

“Really.”

She looked down in dismay at the popcorn littering the floor. “But now it’s dirty.”

“Aaah, your floors are clean enough to eat off of. We’ll extend the Three-Second Rule to the Three-Minute Rule just this once.”

She looked puzzled. “What’s the Three-Second Rule?”

“Never mind. Just pick it up. I won’t tell anybody if you won’t.”

She nodded, then made a face. “If you don’t care, I don’t see why a couple of demons would.”

I closed my eyes and sighed inwardly. Every time she started getting back into my good graces, she would let loose with a broadside against Stig or Blutus. It was like dating a slightly racist chick who would make offensive comments without realizing it.

And it was getting real old, real fast.

“Be nice,” I ordered.

“Fine,” she pouted, then pushed me out of the kitchen. “Go sit down, I’ll be in in a minute.”

I walked back into the dining room and sat down in my chair. 

Stig squinted at me. “What happened.”

“Nothing. Just… be nice when you try the popcorn, okay?”

Stig made a face like he wasn’t making any promises, then took another swig of beer from his bottle.

Two minutes later, Meera emerged from the kitchen carrying a plate and smiling triumphantly.

“Here we are!” she said brightly, and laid down the plate in front of me.

On it were about 15 pieces of popcorn.

It was like one of those fancy-schmancy restaurants where they serve you a single lamb chop and a couple of radishes carved to look like tulips, then charge you 50 bucks.

Haute popcorn.

“Uh… thank you,” I said.

Meera picked up a fork and handed it to me. “Try it!”

“That’s… not really how you eat popcorn,” I said gently.

Her face fell. “It’s not?”

“No. For one thing, you usually put a whole bunch in a bowl. And you eat it with your fingers.”

I demonstrated by picking up one of the pieces, popping it in my mouth, and chewing.

Needed salt – but other than that, not bad.

Stig made a face as I crunched away. “It sounds like you’re chewing beetles, boss.”

I stopped chewing.

Ugh.

“Don’t say shit like that while I’m eating,” I snapped.

He shrugged. “Well, it does.”

“I should put it in a bowl?” Meera asked.

“Yes. And if you’ve got any salt, put that on…”

Suddenly I got the image of her dumping a pound of salt in the bowl.

“On second thought, bring the salt out separately and I’ll put it on the popcorn.”

She nodded and went back in the kitchen.

Blutus and Stig were curious now. The big hairy brute leaned over to look at my plate, and Stig had crawled across the table and was sniffing at the kernels.

“Here,” I said, scooping up the pieces from my plate. “Stick out your hands.”

The demons did as they were told.

I put a couple of pieces in Stig’s palm, and the rest in Blutus’s.

“Now eat it,” I instructed. “It’ll taste better with salt on it, but it’s pretty good the way it is.”

They each tentatively put the popcorn in their mouths and began to chew.

Stig cocked his head to the side. “Not bad for beetles, boss.”

“It’s not beetles. Stop saying that.”

Meera walked back into the room carrying a big bowl full of popcorn in one hand and a smaller bowl piled high with salt.

I’d been right to instruct her to let me do the seasoning.

Meera saw Stig on the table and scowled. “Back in your chair!”

He scampered across the table and plopped back down in his highchair.

She glared at him once more, then placed the two bowls down in front of me. “Here you go… Master,” she whispered in her bedroom voice.

Ugh.

“Sit down,” I ordered. The collar glowed, and she went over and sat in her chair.

I took a big pinch of salt and sprinkled it liberally over the bowl. I tried one piece, sprinkled a bit more on, then tried a second.

Ah. Perfection.

“This is good – try this,” I said, pushing the bowl over to her.

She looked at it with wide eyes. “You mean… I just put my hand in it and take out some to eat?”

“Yeah.”

She looked over at Stig and Bluto in alarm. “Will they be eating out of the same bowl?”

“Jesus,” I grumbled. Racist chick strikes again.

“Does he eat popcorn, too?” she asked.

I ignored her as I took several handfuls and dumped them on my empty plate, then slid it over to her. “There. Now you’ve got your own.”

“Thank you,” she said happily, then dug in. “Oh, it’s good!”

“Told ya.” I slid the bowl over towards Stig and Blutus. “Here, try some with salt.”

Blutus dug in, taking half the bowl in his massive hand.

“Leave some for everybody else, dude,” I joked.

Abashed, he dumped half the popcorn back in and chomped down on the rest.

Meera made a face. “Are you really going to eat that now that he’s touched it?! I could make you some more – ”

“Quiet,” I snapped. 

The collar glowed and she fell silent.

Stig crawled across the table to grab a few pieces.

Meera couldn’t say anything, so she banged on the table with her hand and pointed at him angrily.

Stig jumped back in surprise, then yelled at her like Samuel L. Jackson.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Then he looked at me. “TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

“Stop bugging Stig!” I ordered Meera, then scowled at my imp. “And you stop calling her a bitch.”

Meera pouted, then got even madder when Stig grinned and touched his own bare neck as though to say Ha haaa, I don’t have a collar so I don’t have to obey.


“STOP TAUNTNG THE ANGEL AND EAT THE POPCORN,” I yelled.

Stig gave me a dirty look, took a handful, then retreated to his highchair where he stuffed it all in his mouth and chewed.

“Mm,” he nodded. “Pretty good for – ”

“DON’T SAY BEETLES,” I snapped.

He paused and chewed.

“…bugs,” he finished.

I glared at him, but took a handful of my own.

We all sat around the table in silence, with no sound but the crackle of chewed popcorn. It was like some weird, bizarro version of a 1950’s sitcom family. But with an angel instead of a mom, and demons instead of kids.

“I have good news,” Meera spoke up.

“What?”

“The priest’s entreaties worked. I got back into the good graces of the All-Father. Now I can go back to Silaros and join the Heavenly Host.”

“Whoa,” I said, wondering (to my shame) if that meant I would have to leave the penthouse soon. “When are you going to do that?”

“Well,” she said shyly, her eyes downcast, “I could stay down here… if I had a good reason to…”

Uh-oh.

She looked up at me with doelike eyes and whispered, “Like marriage.”

I coughed, bits of half-chewed popcorn flying out of my mouth and onto the table.

I wheezed and hacked, unable to breathe – 

Stig grabbed his beer, bounded across the table, and handed it to me.

Meera made a horrified face. “You’re not going to – ”

I chugged half the beer in one gulp.

“Ughhhhh,” she said, her horror settling into disgust. “You’re going to have to wash out your mouth tonight before we go to bed.”

I shot her a look, then handed the bottle back to Stig. “Thanks.”

“No problem, boss,” Stig said, but looked at the bottle like, Jeez, did you have to drink so MUCH?

“Seriously,” Meera continued, “you must wash it thoroughly if we’re going to have… relations tonight.”

She blushed red as she said ‘relations.’

“We’re not having ‘relations’ at all!” I snapped. “Not if you’re talking about – about – ”

“Marriage?” Stig offered helpfully.

“Yeah, that!” I said.

“Why not?” Meera asked, bewildered.

“Because!” I yelled.

“But,” she said, then dropped her voice to a whisper like she didn’t think Stig or Blutus would be able to hear her (though they easily could), “we’ve had relations every night!”

“Awkward,” Stig muttered.

“So?!” I snapped. “That doesn’t mean I want to – to – you know – ”

“Get married?” Blutus suggested.

“Yeah, that!” I said, pointing at the big demon.

“Why not?!” Meera said, her blue eyes swimming with tears. “I thought you enjoyed when we have relations.”

“I DO! No, wait, not ‘I do’ – I mean – yes, I enjoy when we have relations!” 

“Then why would you not wish to continue having relations as man and wife?”

“Would you STOP SAYING THAT?!”

She crossed her arms, obviously hurt. “I don’t understand – all I want to do is have your babies!”

“JESUS!”

“No, he can’t have my babies,” she said emphatically.

“Yeah, for more than one reason,” I snapped.

She reached one hand across the table and gave me an imploring look. “I love you, Master… do you not love me?”

I stared at her, my mouth open.

I wanted to say, No, I don’t, but I knew it would destroy her. 

So I just sat there not saying anything.

Suddenly a gravelly voice spoke up behind us. “I hope we’re not interrupting anything.”

I turned around in my seat to see Varkus the goblin standing in the doorway to the apartment.

I was about to yell, What the hell are YOU doing here?! but the words died on my lips when I saw the person standing next to him.

Alaria.

“So awkward,” I heard Stig mutter behind me.
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Alaria stood there staring at me, her eyes wide.

It might have been my imagination, but I thought they were brimming with tears.

I stood up from my seat, my heart thudding in my chest. I felt both elated and terrified at the same time. 

“Wha – what are you doing here?!” I asked in shock.

Alaria didn’t have the chance to answer because Meera started screaming.

“IS THAT HER?!” the angel screeched. “IS THAT YOUR SUCCUBUS?!”

Oh shit.

I’d forgotten that Meera knew all about Alaria.

Well… enough to know that I’d been in love with her.

Although maybe not enough to know I was still in love with her.

Man this was fucked up. 

“Uh, yeah… Meera, this Alaria – Alaria, Meer– ” 

A sound interrupted my introductions: 

The FWOOSH of Meera’s sword igniting, followed by a battle scream of rage.

“AAAAAAAHHHH!” Meera shrieked as she launched herself over the table.

Varkus’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head, and he dove to the floor on his oversized belly.

Alaria’s eyes bugged out, too, but she stepped aside at the last second as the sword flashed by her and CLANG! cut into the tile floor.

“MEERA, NO!” I yelled, but that didn’t stop the angel. She just roared, pulled the sword out of the molten trough it had made in the floor, and swung it sideways through the air.

Alaria leaned back just in time as the flaming blade flickered past her throat. 

Then she extended her crimson hand, and a line of fire sprang from her palm and branched off into three separate spikes.

Suddenly she was gripping a flaming pitchfork.

Whoa, THAT was new…

The sword and pitchfork clashed, sending sparks flying through the air.

Apparently my last order to Meera hadn’t been precise enough. Maybe since I’d just shouted ‘No,’ it hadn’t even been an order at all.

But I was afraid that if I ordered Meera to stop fighting, Alaria would take her head clean off.

“Blutus!” I yelled. “Shoot a chain at their weapons!”

A length of chain whirled through the air and wrapped itself around the blade and the pitchfork, binding them together. Neither woman could disengage her weapon.

Thank God…

That didn’t stop Alaria, though. She dropped the pitchfork, bared her teeth and fingernails, and leapt on Meera.

“RRRRRRR!”

Suddenly the two women were clawing and snarling and slapping each other like a really violent episode of Jerry Springer. 

Meera dropped her sword so that both her hands were free to fight back, and then they really went at it.

Now that there weren’t any weapons involved, I felt like I could put a halt to things.

“MEERA, STOP THAT!”

The collar glowed, and suddenly Meera stood ramrod straight, her arms down by her side.

Alaria took the opportunity to give Meera a vicious right hook to the jaw.

Meera cried out in pain, but didn’t raise her arms to defend herself.

“ALARIA, STOP!” I yelled.

“Screw that!” she snarled. “This bitch wants a piece of me, she’s going to get it!”

She turned the punch into a backhand and raked her nails across Meera’s face.

If there had been gore in OtherWorld, it would have been a vicious, bloody wound. But thankfully all it did was knock 10% off Meera’s hit points.

Meera screamed in agony but still didn’t raise her arms to defend herself.

Shit – I couldn’t let Alaria kill her, which she would absolutely do – 

“MEERA, FIGHT BACK!” I yelled. “BUT ONLY TO SUBDUE HER!”

The collar glowed, and the angel jumped back into action. 

Within seconds the two women were tumbling across the floor, breaking furniture, somersaulting over each other like Looney Tunes characters, pulling each other’s hair and screaming. They rolled right out of the room in a flurry of angel and bat wings and continued the fight in the kitchen.

Varkus stood up next to me and dusted himself off. “My, I certainly didn’t expect this.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Your succubus friend wanted to find you so badly, she paid me fifty gold for your location.” He chuckled. “I didn’t realize she was the third leg of a love triangle, though. Not that it matters, mind you.” 

Fifty gold?!

Why had Alaria been willing to pay so much to find me? She’d been the one to abandon me in Exardus!

“But – how did you find me?” I asked, confused. “I never told you where I was staying!”

Varkus grabbed my right wrist and held it up. “How soon we forget.”

The golden seal was glowing dimly on the back of my hand.

Shit – he really COULD track me anywhere…

“How’d you get in the building, though? And inside her apartment?”

Varkus sneered at me. “Perhaps it hasn’t quite sunk in yet who you’re dealing with, boy.”

That was probably true. I doubt that back in the day Al Capone would have had any trouble walking into any building in Chicago he wanted, whether it took a threat or a bribe.

“Well, I will leave you to your little lover’s quarrel,” the goblin chuckled, then headed for the door.

“That fifty gold is coming off my overall debt.”

“No it’s not,” Varkus said as he walked out of the penthouse.

Goddamn doors without locks – 

There was the sound of shattering wood behind me.

I turned around to see what the hell was going on and immediately froze.

Alaria’s top had been torn off. Her enormous breasts were bouncing up and down and swaying side to side as she fought Meera – whose toga was ripped half to shreds, exposing one jiggling breast.

Occasionally the two of them would bash up against each other, their nipples briefly pressing together before they broke away. 

I just stood there like a fool and watched, my mouth hanging open.

Stig appeared by my side and offered the bowl of popcorn like, Wanna watch?

I almost sat down on the couch and took him up on it – and then I came to my senses. “Guys, you’ve gotta – ”

Meera fell, but as she went down, her fingers raked across Alaria’s body, taking Alaria’s thong with her.

Alaria screeched and returned the favor by ripping the toga completely off the angel’s body. Now all Meera was wearing were her sandals and collar.

Seconds later they were rolling around on the floor, breast to breast, pelvis to pelvis, gripping each other’s wrists and hissing in each other’s faces.

I sat down on the sofa in a daze and reached for some popcorn.

Stig sat down beside me and stuffed his face as we watched.

The nude wrestling match went on for about sixty more seconds until both women broke off and retreated to opposite corners of the room.

That was when Alaria saw me on the couch with my hand in the popcorn.

“You’re WATCHING this for ENTERTAINMENT?!” she shouted angrily.

I looked down at Stig – then scooted a few feet away from him. 

“It was his idea,” I said.

Stig glared at me. “Narc.”

“And what in Goddess’ name are you eating?” Alaria asked.

“Popcorn!” Stig said as he stuffed his face.

“Look,” I said as I got up from the couch, “you two can’t fight anymore – ”

“Yes I can!” Meera yelled. 

“Why the hell did you attack her, anyway?!” I demanded.

“Because she’s a filthy demon!”

Alaria put her hands on her hips and stared at me like You ASSHOLE!

“Hey, I don’t like her saying that shit!” I protested. “Ask Stig!”

“You put up with it,” Stig mmphed through a mouthful of popcorn.

I growled at him, then turned back to face Alaria. “What the hell are you doing here, anyway?”

“I wanted to come see you – little did I know you’d be shacked up with a bird slut!” she hissed as she stared daggers at Meera.

I frowned, then got it. 

Angel wings? Bird slut?

That was kind of funny, actually…

“Hell-Bitch!” Meera yelled.

“Whore of God!” Alaria roared.

“Devil’s Strumpet!” Meera screamed back.

“GUYS – STOP IT!” I bellowed.

The two women stopped screaming insults at each other, and instead just stood there panting, their naked breasts heaving up and down.

Which was pretty damn awesome, I must say.

I stood there staring… maybe with a little drool coming out of my mouth…

“Boss,” Stig said, hitting me in the side of the head with a handful of popcorn.

“Wha – oh,” I said, then forced myself to look in the women’s eyes. “We obviously can’t settle this with insults or violence, so – ”

“Well then how are we going to settle it?” Alaria seethed.

I was about to say Talk it out when Stig jumped up on the sofa, dumping the bowl of popcorn everywhere.

“FUCKOFF!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, then repeatedly diddled the OK sign with the finger of his other hand.

fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap 

Alaria and Meera stared at him in shock.

I turned on Stig angrily. “Quiet! And I told you, it’s two words with a pause in the middle – ”

“FUCKOFF!” Stig yelled again, fwap-fwap-fwapping his finger through the hole even more insistently.

“Like a contest,” Meera said, as though some greater truth had just made itself apparent to her.

“Like a fuck-a-thon,” Alaria said, as though she’d figured the secret out, too.

“WHAT?!” I cried out. “No, he’s not even saying it right!”

“FUCKOFF!” Stig screeched, fwap-fwap-fwapping even harder.

Alaria turned menacingly to Meera. “We fuck each other, and the first one to come LOSES.”

“Agreed!” Meera yelled.

“WHAT?!” I yelled. “WAIT A MINUTE – ”

Suddenly the two of them were going at it a mile a minute, though it still looked more like a bar fight than sex.

 At first they assumed a 69 position, with Meera’s mouth clamped on Alaria’s pussy and vice versa. Then, as they tumbled over the floor, Alaria broke free and started ramming her tail inside Meera like a giant strap-on.

Not to be outdone, Meera got one soft white wing right between Alaria’s legs and started flapping for all she was worth. From the look on Alaria’s face, it must have felt pretty good – like a feather-covered vibrator, I’m guessing.

Then they somersaulted and were back in 69, but this time with their fingers inside each other going like jackhammers and their free hands squeezing each other’s breasts.

Blutus watched for two seconds, squealed in disgust, then ran to the other room.

Stig just carried the bowl of popcorn around and ate it like he was watching WrestleMania.

I followed them through the penthouse, too, stunned and enormously turned on by what I was seeing. It was crazy stupid hot.

Not like crazy (although it was), 

stupid (although it was sort of that, too),

and hot (although it was DEFINITELY that) – 

– but CrazyStupidHot.

You know that scene at the end of the first Ant-Man where Michael Peña is telling the story about the date his friend goes on, and the friend says to the bartender, Hey, look at the girl I’m with – she’s crazy stupid fine, right? and Stan Lee goes, Craaazy stupid fine!

Yeah.

Like that.

Crazy stupid hot. 

Both Alaria and Meera put on quite the show: licking, sucking, rubbing, cupping, pinching, caressing, fingering, ‘tailing,’ ‘winging,’ moaning, grunting, and a whole lot more in rapid succession.

The one thing there wasn’t, though, was spanking. And that was where Alaria made her fatal mistake.

After about five minutes, it was obvious that Alaria was getting crazy excited. Her nipples were hard as diamonds, and I could see a sheen of wetness covering both her thighs between her legs.

Meera was enjoying herself, too, but I knew from experience that it wasn’t the sex that made her hot, it was the kink. 

I’m sure it was plenty kinky having rough sex with a demoness, but unless somebody was shouting “You dirty slut!” and spanking her, Meera just wasn’t going to climax. In fact, I would have bet good money she wasn’t anywhere close.

Alaria was.

I saw all the signs – the trembling in her legs, the fluttering of muscles in her belly, the glazed look in her eyes.

And then she started to come.

I knew she was trying with all her might to stop. She clamped her jaws shut and her body went rigid with the effort, but in the end she couldn’t hold it back.

“MMMMMOHHHHH FUUUUUUUCK – ” she screamed, and every limb flailed as her back arched and her wings and tail thrashed. A jet of clear liquid shot out from her crotch and splashed on Meera’s breasts.

Alaria had just squirted.

Which meant she had lost.

The angel finally stopped pumping her fingers in and out of Alaria and howled triumphantly. “I WON! I get Ian!”

My eyes bugged out like tennis balls. “Say WHAT?!”

In her triumph, Meera ignored me and focused entirely on Alaria. “Leave here, Hell-Whore, and never return!”

Alaria dragged herself across the floor like a dying man on the battlefield, then staggered to her feet. She looked at me, her face full of agony – 

And then she burst into tears.

My heart broke in two as I watched her cry.

Then she ran buck naked across the room and out the door of the penthouse.

I stared after her in shock. Finally I gathered my wits about me and turned back to Meera, who had struggled to her feet on shaky legs.

“I… I have to go after her. I’m sorry.”

I turned and ran through the door.

I did one more thing as I fled. Fearing for Stig and Blutus’s safety, I cast All-Seeing Eye and left it behind me to make sure she didn’t attack them.

She didn’t. Far from it.

Instead she stood there in horrified shock, watching as I ran out the door.

“But… I won…” she whispered, tears shimmering in her eyes.

Then she collapsed on the couch, her head in her hands, and bawled like a baby.

Stig walked over to her and lightly tapped on her leg.

Meera looked down at him as tears poured down her cheeks.

The little imp held up his bottle of beer and offered it to her.

She paused, still weeping… then took the beer and chugged it down.

“Thank you,” she whispered after it was finished, then went back to crying.

Stig crawled up on the sofa beside her and patted her knee consolingly.

Even more amazing, she let him.

The whole scene was too heartbreaking for me to watch anymore, so I let the spell lapse and ran after Alaria.
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On a hunch, I ran up the stairs in the foyer and found Alaria on the roof of the building. She was sitting naked on the ledge, stilettoed boots hanging off the side, her face buried in her hands, her whole body shaking as she sobbed quietly.

“Hey,” I whispered as I came up beside her. I was really freaked out by being out here 30 stories up, and I didn’t want to startle her and make her fall off.

She dropped her hands a few inches and looked at me. I was expecting her to scowl and curse me up and down – but instead she just turned away and cried even more heavily into her palms.

I crept closer. “Could you, uh… could you get away from the edge?”

She looked over at me and frowned through her tears. “W-why?”

“I’m afraid you might fall off.”

She turned away again as she sobbed, “I c-can fly now.”

“I know you can glide, but this is awfully high.”

“Not just glide – I can fly. Not long distances, but…” She trailed off, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore. She just stared out at the night sky. “I assume you’ve been getting more powerful.”

“Yeah – how’d you know?”

“Every couple of days, no matter what I did, I got a new power. Like the pitchfork. It made it hard to forget you.” She paused, then added bitterly, “Even though I tried.”

“I tried, too. Didn’t work,” I said, trying to inject a little humor into my voice.

Despite my fear, I sat down on the ledge next to her. I figured even if she pushed me off, I’d only have a few seconds of abject terror before I respawned in the nearest graveyard.

“I tried to drink you away for a week,” I said. “Woke up every morning in the gutter trying to forget you. It just made it worse.”

I was about to say, And I looked at your picture obsessively on my Action Bar, but she had no idea what an Action Bar was, and it would just be confusing. So instead I added, “And I thought about you all the time. I mean, ALL the time.”

She glanced over at me. I expected her to say something, but she didn’t.

“Why’d you come back?” I asked.

“Because forgetting you didn’t work,” she murmured.

“I thought you hated me.”

“I did… for a while. But mostly I just wondered what was so awful about me that you had to ask the gods to change me.”

Her voice broke as she said what was so awful about me.


The sound was like a knife in my heart.

I winced. “Alaria…”

Her shoulders heaved up and down as she began to sob again. “And then I saw you with her… and now I know.”

“Know what?” I asked, bewildered.

“She’s an angel.” She said it with both contempt and deep pain in her voice.

“So?”

“I’m a demon,” she said in frustration, like I was the densest idiot imaginable.

I guess I was. 

“So?” I repeated.

“So if she’s what you want, then there’s no way you would someone like me.”

“But I do want you,” I protested. “You’re the only thing I want.”

“Then why did you try to change me?”

I sat and thought about that for a few seconds. My first reaction was to say, Because I wanted you to be monogamous – but why did I want her to be monogamous?

For some reason I pictured Saykir staring at me, bug-eyed and insane – the expression he had when he saw how much bigger my dick was than his. And probably the same look he’d worn when he slaughtered every male frost elf in his kingdom.

That was when I realized it.

“Because I was insecure,” I said quietly. “Because I was so scared I would lose you…”

Do I be completely honest?

…yeah. It’s time.

“…to another man. So I tried to change you so I wouldn’t lose you.” I turned to her and shook my head sadly. “There’s not a thing wrong with you, Alaria. I was the one who was wrong.”

“But I promised you I wouldn’t sleep with any other men, only women!” she protested.

“I know. I was just too insecure to believe you. I guess I thought it was just a matter of time before I came home to find you in bed with another guy.”

“But I wouldn’t have done that,” she whispered. “I promised you I wouldn’t until you said it was alright, and I never would have broken that promise.”

Most of me believed her… but the ugly, jealous part of me screamed She’s lying!

I wasn’t about to let that part of me win. 

Not again.

“I know,” I said simply. “I fucked up.”

She seemed to relax a little, as though finally she had some answers she could understand.

“But why are you with her?” Alaria asked unhappily. “Of all the women you could have slept with – why an angel?”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because she’s the opposite of everything I am. I’m sexual, and she’s a good little girl,” Alaria sneered. “I think for myself, and she follows around some Asshole in the Sky. I do what I want, but I bet she loves you to boss her around.”

I didn’t think now was the time to say Yeah, about that ‘good little girl’ part…

So I said, “I don’t know about that.”

“I do,” Alaria snapped. “I saw her collar, and I know it’s a temporary one. So I know what you’ve been doing.”

Again, I didn’t think it was wise to say, I’m not so sure you do.

So this time I just stayed quiet.

Alaria let out a noise, a cross between a sigh and a small animal in pain. “Do you know what it was like to think I was broken, that there was something so wrong with me that you didn’t want to be with me – and then come back and find you with her?”

I felt awful. “No. No, I can’t even imagine how it must have felt. I’m sorry.”

She looked at me like she was in real pain. “So what was it that made you want to be with her?”

I shrugged. “She was what just came along first. It all kind of happened by chance.”

“It might have happened by chance the first time, but you stayed with her. Why?”

I sat there and thought for a few seconds.

Why AM I with Meera?

Suddenly I knew.

“She was just another way to drink you away,” I said. “But she didn’t work, either.”

Alaria stared at me, and I could see her expression had softened the tiniest bit.

“She doesn’t mean anything to me,” I said, shaking my head. “Not like you do. Not even close. Even when I was with her, I… I kept pretending that she was you.”

I expected her to get angry, to be furious – but instead she broke into tears and a smile at the same time. She cupped my face in her hands and kissed me. 

Her lips tasted like the salt of her tears.

When she pulled back, she whispered, “That’s the sweetest thing you could have said to me.”

Damn, succubi are different from regular girls…

“Let’s run away,” she said desperately. “Let’s go. Now.”

My heart skipped a beat with both joy and surprise.

Everything was right with the world again.

“I do have my own ride now,” I mused. “And you can fly… we just need to go get Stig and Blutus.”

“Blutus? Was he that giant throw rug I saw?”

“Yeah, that’s him. Maybe he can fly, too… he’s definitely got the wings for it.”

“Why do you keep talking about us flying when we’ve got a perfectly good pirate ship at our disposal?”

“Krug brought you here?”

“Of course.”

“But – I thought you traded away all your future trips so he would take you away… from here…”

I was trying to tread lightly on the subject of the day she left me here in Exardus.

“He didn’t hold me to it,” she explained. “Well, not all of it. He just knocked off one trip. But…”

“But what?”

“He did make me trade in the rest to come back here.”

I stared at her. “You traded in everything just to come back here and get me?!”

She smiled sweetly and put her hand against my cheek. “Yes. Well, he did agree to fly us to the next port. But after that, we’re on our own.”

I was bowled over. Alaria had been so distraught at the time, I could totally understand why she’d given up all her trips aboard the Revenge to get away from me. But to get them all back and then willingly give them up again –

She had basically given up the easiest path to revenge against her former masters. All so she could come back for me.

And when she did, she’d found me playing house with another woman.

“Babe, I’m so sorry – ”

“Shhh,” she whispered as she put one finger against my lips. “It was all worth it.”

“When would we leave?”

“Right now.”

But then I started thinking, and I got a pensive look on my face.

What about Varkus and all that gold I owe him? 

What about his bounty hunters?

Alaria misinterpreted my hesitance, and her expression suddenly grew cold. “Unless you want to stay with her.”

“NO!” I exploded. “No, I want you. I want you exactly the way you are. I want…”

I want.

Suddenly the words of the Oracle echoed in my ears again.

I want… I don’t want.

I like… I don’t like.

If you cannot abide the sunlight, ask the sun if it will stop shining… 

It may well set at your request… but if it does not accept your entreaties, then either stay and accept its light… or step into the shadow and look back no more…

Holy SHIT.

I had thought that speech from the Oracle had been about my boss.

Turns out I was wrong.

If you cannot abide Alaria’s behavior, ask her if she will stop…

She may well stop at your request… but if she does not accept your entreaties, then either stay with her and accept her… or leave and never look back…

Hell… the more I thought about it, the Oracle’s words probably weren’t even about Alaria so much as they were about life.

Still, according to John, the game had been watching everything I’d done with Alaria. Everything I’d done to her, trying to change her.

And it knew she was coming back.

It had tried to warn me through the Oracle that this moment was coming.

I sat there in utter and complete shock. That little grasshopper lady had been wise all along, and I’d been too stupid to realize it.

But if the Oracle had been wise, then all her words were worth following. Right?

“Ian?” Alaria asked, a little worried.

“Actually… there’s something else I’ve got to say.”

Alaria looked even more scared. “What?”

“I know you said you wouldn’t sleep with any other guys, but we also agreed that would just be temporary until we figured everything else out. The thing is, I don’t like thinking about you with another man. I know that’s just my insecurity and jealousy talking, but I can’t help it. I’m insecure and jealous about it, and I know it’s not going to change anytime soon. I don’t want you to be with any other guys but me. I want it to just be the two of us. And if it can’t be just the two of us…”

I swallowed hard, then forced myself to say the next sentence.

“…then I think it’s better if we go our separate ways now instead of dragging it out.”

She looked away from me and was quiet.

I read once that when negotiating with someone, once you lay the offer down, the one who speaks first is the one who loses.

(Apparently an entirely different issue from ‘fuckoffs,’ where the one who comes first loses.)

There was no way I was going to lose this one by speaking first, so we both sat there in silence until she spoke. (As soon as she did, I inwardly rejoiced.)

“When you say ‘the two of us,’ you mean no other men – right?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“JUST men… right?”

“Right.”

She sat there quietly for another 20 seconds… then finally shrugged. “Okay.”

I looked at her in shock. “…‘okay’? Like, ‘okay, I won’t sleep with any other guys’ okay?”

“Yes. BUT,” she said sternly, “that means that I can sleep with as many women as I want, and you can’t say anything about it. If I’m going to make that big of a tradeoff, then no more complaining about the women I choose to be with.”

I thought about that.

I thought about the dryads and undines and female dwarves and orcs.

I thought about the midget porn.

Sorry, I meant the orgies with female gnomes.

Alaria was starting to look worried again when I finally relented.

“…okay.”

“Okay?” she asked happily. “‘Okay’ like you’re not going to complain even if you come home and find me in bed with 20 female frost elves?”

Mmmm. Frost elves.

I thought of Eluun, Exa, Sela, and Kel, and got a goofy grin on my face.

“Well?” Alaria prodded.

“…can I join in?” I asked hesitantly.

She laughed. “You dummy – you were always invited to join in.”

“I know, I know.”

Robert the Warlock would have murdered me, I’m sure, for screwing up my near-perfect situation a couple of weeks ago. But it had all turned out alright, so no more need to worry about it.

There were, however, other things to worry about – like other people murdering me.

“The only problem is, I’m up to my eyeballs in debt to Varkus, that goblin who brought you here tonight. By the way, how’d you know he could find me?”

“Krug told me about the seal on your hand.”

Of course – Krug had been there when I signed the contract.

“If I don’t pay him back, then he’ll send assassins after me.”

“How have you been paying him off so far?”

“By grinding the dungeon outside Exardus.”

“How long will it take you to pay him off doing that?”

I groaned. “That’s the problem. I can’t pay him off doing just that. The interest rate is too high.”

“Then you’re better off leaving, aren’t you? Surely we can make more money someplace else.”

That was true… there were definitely more lucrative dungeons than the Tomb of Tharos…

“And once we make enough money,” Alaria continued, “you can pay him back after that.”

I really WOULD be like Han Solo, then… on the run from Jabba with a price on my head…

The idea of being like the coolest smuggler ever made the idea a little more appealing.

Although I didn’t really want to wind up frozen in carbonite. Or whatever the equivalent was here in OtherWorld.

But there was something else, too.

“I also need to find Dorp,” I said.

Alaria frowned. “The blue annoying one?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“During one of my drunken benders, I, uh… I was sort of an asshole to him and he left.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “He was kind of asking for it, being so annoying all the time.”

“I still need to find him.”

“Why?” 

“So I can apologize.”

She groaned and rolled her eyes. “I forgot what a goody-goody you are. Did you look for him around Exardus?”

“Everywhere.”

“Then he probably doesn’t want to be found.”

“I know, but…”

“Can’t you just summon him back from Limbo once he dies?”

“Yeah, but he hasn’t died yet.”

She sighed. “Alright, fine – we’ll look for Dorp, too. Anything else you want to add to your list? Want to topple an empire or become a god in your spare time, too?”

“No,” I said with a sheepish grin.

“Good,” Alaria purred in my ear. “We can leave tonight. Right now, in fact. Or… in a half-hour or so…”

Then she snuggled up next to me.

Completely butt nekkid, I might add.

I felt her bare breast press against my arm, felt her soft lips caress my ear.

My dick was rock-hard within seconds.

I reached for Alaria’s breasts and turned my head to kiss her. I was excited not only by being able to touch her again after so long, but by the kinky thrill that we were out in the open where we might get caught – 

…dammit.

Speaking of someone who likes kinky shit…

I pulled away and winced. “There’s something I need to do first.”

Alaria frowned, puzzled. “What?”

“I need to go break the news to Meera.”

Alaria stiffened. “The angel?!”

“Yeah.”

She glared at me angrily. “Why the hell do you need to see her again? I thought she was just something to help you forget me.”

“She was, but that doesn’t mean I should treat her like a used tissue and just throw her away.”

Alaria looked at me suspiciously. “Why not? Why should you be nice to her at all?”

I thought about earlier in the evening.

Of the panicked girl surrounded by popcorn flying through the air.

I remembered her breaking into tears and sniffling, It was supposed to be a surprise.

I remembered her crying on my chest.

That was the girl I wanted to say goodbye to. The one who had been kind, and sweet, and giving.

I wasn’t in love with Meera, but I cared about her.

More than I’d realized, apparently.

“Because she’s a person,” I said lamely.

“She’s an angel,” Alaria spat.

“So?!”

“So she hates me – she hates all demons! She’s a bigot and an asshole. So why the hell are you going out of your way to be nice to her?!”

“Because she helped me when I needed it.”

“And?!”

“And because she may be a jerk about demons, but deep down she’s a good person.”

“AND?!”

“And because she fell in love with me,” I said quietly, “and it would be even shittier of me if I walked away without saying goodbye.”

Alaria looked at me with equal parts fury, fear, and hurt. “Are you in love with her?”

“No,” I said quietly as I stared into her eyes. “I’m only in love with you.”

Her mouth dropped open in surprise, and her eyes glistened with tears.

Then she collected herself and humphed. “Good.”

“…you’re jealous!” I realized with delight.

“No I’m not,” she grumbled.

“Yes you are,” I smiled, and leaned in for a kiss.

“NO I’M NOT,” she yelled, and pushed me away – though I could tell she was trying to hide a smile.

“I like that you’re jealous,” I said in a low, seductive voice.

Alaria looked into my eyes, her lips just an inch away from mine. “…you do, huh?”

“Yes…”

I leaned in, my lips searching for hers.

Just as I was about to kiss her, Alaria broke into a wicked grin. “Maybe I should fuck another guy, then, and make you really jealous.”

My eyes flew open wide – and I grabbed her under her arms and started tickling her. “You little punk – ”

“AAAH! Stop, STOP!” she giggled and squealed.

In all our shifting around as I tickled her, we nearly fell off the ledge.

We were two inches away from falling 30 stories when I grabbed her at the last second and we fell backwards onto the roof.

“Jesus!” I cursed, my heart hammering in my chest.

“He wouldn’t have saved you if you fell,” Alaria laughed, then kissed me on the cheek. “But I would.”

“Yeah, and probably try to sleep with him, too.”

She giggled. “I’m not going to do that. I promise.”

“I know,” I said grudgingly as I stood up.

I turned towards the stairwell, my stomach in knots at what I had to do next.

“Don’t you go fucking Little Miss Angel on the way out, either,” Alaria said, leaning seductively on one elbow and looking up at me.

“Don’t worry, I’ll never sleep with her again.”

Alaria’s eyes suddenly bugged out as she sat up straight. “What do you mean, ‘again’?!”

Oh SHIT.

I didn’t realize she didn’t know.

“You slept with her?!” Alaria shouted as she jumped to her feet.

Great – here we go. 

I groaned. “I thought you knew – ”

“NO, I didn’t KNOW!”

“That’s what I meant when I said…” I started, then trailed off.

“Said what?!” Alaria demanded.

I hadn’t wanted to make the situation worse than it already was, but… 

Shit.

Here goes Breakup Number Two.

“That’s what I meant when I said that whenever I was with her, I was pretending she was you.”

Alaria’s mouth dropped open. “So you fucked her, but you were thinking of ME?!”

I winced. “…yeah.”

Then Alaria did something I never would have predicted in a million years.

She launched herself right at me, grabbed me tight, pressed her naked body against mine, and kissed me. Hard. With lots and lots of tongue.

When we finally came up for air, I stared at her in shock. 

Alaria was panting, and her expression looked like she wanted me inside her right now.

“That’s the hottest thing anybody’s ever said to me,” she growled lustfully.

Wow… succubi really ARE different from regular girls…

“Well, hold that thought until I go break up with her,” I said.

“Was she any good in bed?” Alaria asked.

I frowned. “Jesus – ”

“What does Jesus have to do with whether she was any good in bed?”

“Nothing,” I said, and truer word had never been spoke.

“Well?! Was she?!”

“She was fine,” I said as I edged towards the stairwell.

“What does that mean?” Alaria said, following me. “Did she ever go down on you?”

I winced in horror. I’d never talked about this sort of thing with previous girlfriends, and I still wasn’t convinced it wouldn’t create another blow-up. Maybe even another break-up.

“Answer the question!” Alaria demanded. “Did she or didn’t she go down on you?”

“I don’t want to talk about this right now!”

“Okay, that’s a ‘yes.’ Was she any good?” Alaria asked suspiciously, then began talking to herself. “I bet she wasn’t… I bet she was nothing but teeth… did she make you come when she did it?”

“I’m not talking about this!”

Alaria’s mouth dropped open in shock. 

“She DID! She DID make you come! But did she ever come? I bet that’s how she won the fuckoff. Angels can’t come, everybody knows that. I was stupid to even do that damn contest,” Alaria muttered to herself angrily, then looked at me again for confirmation. “She couldn’t come, right?”

“Um…”

“OH MY GODDESS, SHE CAME?!” Alaria shrieked. “HOW?! I mean, you’re good, but you’re not that good!”

“HEY!” I yelled.

Alaria looked off to the side and grumbled to herself, “If she could come, then how the hell did she win the fuckoff?!”

“I’m going now,” I said, heading for the stairwell.

“What position was her favorite?” Alaria asked. “I bet she only liked missionary, didn’t she? Did you do it in any other positions? OH MY GODDESS, YOU DID – that little bird-slut – ”

“Why do you want to know so bad?!”

“Because I want to know what it’s like to fuck an angel!”

“Not nearly as much fun as fucking a succubus.”

“Awwwww,” Alaria grinned. “You say the sweetest things.” 

Then she grew serious again. “Was she fun in bed?”

“I’m not having this conversation right now,” I said as I ran down the stairwell.

“I want to know everything!” Alaria yelled at me from the roof. “DETAILS, you hear me? What she tastes like, what she sounds like when she comes, what she likes you to do to her – when you’re fucking me later, I want to hear everything – GOT IT?!”

As I ran down the stairs, there was only one thought in my head.

Man, succubi are NOTHING like regular girls…
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I went downstairs and walked back into the penthouse. The place was a mess, with the wreckage from Meera and Alaria’s fight strewn everywhere. Broken chairs, overturned cabinets, shattered plates, scattered books and objects. 

Meera was still on the couch, naked and clutching the bottle of beer.

Stig still sat beside her, patting her knee consolingly. 

Blutus was hanging out in the corner trying not to be noticed, which was like a bearskin rug trying not to stand out in a white padded room.

As soon as she heard my footsteps, Meera looked up at me. Her eyes were red and swollen, but I saw a faint glimmer of hope in them.

As soon as she read my face, though, that hope was extinguished. She bent over and began to cry bitterly.

I felt absolutely awful seeing her like this. My stomach hurt and I wanted to throw up. 

I never had that many girlfriends in the past, but of the few I had where the girl didn’t dump me first, I would stay in miserable situations just because I didn’t want to deal with this moment: the break-up.

Break-ups fucking suck. Especially when you still care about the person.

But it had to be done.

“Stig and Blutus, go on up to the roof, okay? I’ll be up in a minute.”

Stig patted Meera’s leg one last time, then slid off the couch and ambled out the door. Blutus shambled along behind him.

I slowly walked over to the couch – and along the way stepped on Alaria’s thong. Her bra was nearby. I hastily picked them up and stuffed them in my bag before I spoke.

“So… um… the succubus from earlier… that was Alaria,” I mumbled.

“Yes, I figured that out when you called her ‘Alaria,’” Meera said sarcastically. Or as sarcastically as she could manage, anyway. She was too nice and sweet to be able to sound caustic or biting. If Alaria had said those exact same words using the same tone of voice as Meera, it would have sounded like deep sincerity.

Because I didn’t know what to say, I stumbled through a bunch of platitudes. “Look… Meera… you’re a great girl. I’m sorry it didn’t work out. It’s not you, it’s me.”

Is there any sentence in the world lamer than It’s not you, it’s me? I doubt it.

Meera looked up at me through eyes filled with tears. “What did I do wrong?” 

My heart ached for her, and I sat down next to her on the sofa. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Am I not pretty enough?” she whispered.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, and meant it. In fact, I was having to try very hard not to look at her naked body.

“Is it because I cooked the popcorn poorly?”

I frowned. That was a weird second question, but… whatever. “No – no, the popcorn was fine.”

“Did I not do the griefing good enough?”

“The wha–  oh – uh, no, that was fine, too.” 

More than fine, actually.

Her face contorted in pain and anger. “Then why would you choose a demon slut over ME?!”

“Okay, remember when I said it wasn’t you, it was me?” I asked, irritated. “When you go around saying asshole things like that, it’s definitely you.”

“But… she’s a demoness…” she said plaintively.

“So?”

“So if that’s what you want, why were you ever with me?”

“I’m hearing a lot of that lately…” I muttered.

“What?” 

“Nothing. Look, it’s not that I want a demoness or an angel… I just… Alaria’s who I met first. She’s really amazing – you would probably like her if you got to… know her…”

I could see from the scowl on Meera’s face that this part of the speech wasn’t going over well, so I cut to the chase. 

“The point is, you’re amazing, too. You’re kind, and giving, and – 

“I can be better in bed!” she said in desperation.

“Um… no, that part’s fine – ”

“I can learn to grief you better!” 

As she said it, she reached over into my lap and began to fumble with my belt.

I put my hands on hers and stopped her. “You grief just fine. Really good, actually.”

Tears spilled out of her eyes as she stared into mine. “Then why don’t you want me?”

I winced. “You know why.”

“No, I don’t,” she sobbed. “Why don’t you want me?”

“…because I’m in love with Alaria.”

It was like I had pierced Meera’s heart with a spike. Her face crumpled into a mask of grief as she turned away from me and wept into her hands.

I sat there in silence until she was through the worst of it. Then I spoke again softly.

“Meera… I’m so sorry. I wish it hadn’t happened like this. But really… you don’t want me. I’m just some guy. You… you’re an angel. And a really wonderful person.” 

I paused. 

“…other than the anti-demon bigotry stuff. Anyway, you’re going to make somebody really, really happy… and you deserve someone better than me. You deserve to be happy. And you will be. I promise.”

As I spoke, she gradually stopped crying. She sat up straight and stared in a daze out the floor-to-ceiling window. The wet streaks on her face reflected the dim lights of Exardus’ nightscape.

“Hey,” I whispered, coaxing her to look at me. Then I reached up to her collar and undid it. “You don’t need this anymore. You need to be free.”

I dropped the collar in my bag, then gave her an awkward half-smile. “Can we still be friends?”

She stared at me in silence, dull-eyed and blank, for almost ten seconds.

Then her expression slowly contracted into a hateful scowl.

I heard the noise before anything else:

FWOOSH.

And then I felt an agonizing pain jolt through my chest.

I looked down in shock to see the flaming sword buried through my heart. 

“No,” she snarled. “No, I don’t think so.”

With a savage scream she heaved me through the air, flung me off her sword, and sent me crashing through the plate-glass window.

Huh, I thought. 

THAT didn’t go so well.
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As I smashed through the glass and started to plummet 30 stories, my interior monologue kept up its chatter.

First it was DAMN, Meera’s PISSED.

Then I started to think, Huh… falling isn’t as bad as I thought…

Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. The broken glass shimmered all around me like ice, and the stars peeked out from between the clouds.

It was really pretty. 

You know… given my impending death and all.

Up above me I heard Alaria scream, “IAN?!”

A slender silhouette dove off the top of the building and raced towards me, its wings flapping furiously. 

The detached part of me that had noticed the glass and the stars thought, Wait – I’ve already been falling for at least a second or two – there’s no way she can reach me in time.

And seriously, can flapping her wings make her fall faster?

But, hey. This was OtherWorld, and we were talking about a succubus. Regular Galileo rules probably didn’t apply.

They obviously didn’t, because she caught up with me. Her glowing yellow eyes grew from tiny pinpoints to regular size as she pulled within a few feet of me.

She stretched out her hand, and I reached for hers. For a split second, our fingers touched – 

And then I hit the ground with a sound and sensation I can only describe as a watermelon getting tossed off a freeway overpass and splatting on the sidewalk.

A violent jolt WHOMPED through my body and everything went black.

I immediately woke up in the graveyard.

“ALARIA!” I screamed.

She’d been right there above me when I’d died, going even faster than I’d been – so that meant she had probably died, too.

I checked my Action Bar and panicked when I didn’t see her icon.

Then I remembered, Oh yeah, I moved it so I didn’t have to look at it all the time…

I opened the pirate submenu and there she was, her colors a tiny bit dimmer than usual. Which meant she was dead.

Luckily that could be easily fixed.

I hit the button, and suddenly she appeared in a burst of fire and smoke next to me – with her bra and thong magically on.

“IAN!” she screamed, and threw her arms around my neck and held me so tight I thought she might strangle me.

“You’re choking me,” I wheezed.

She let go and looked into my face, her expression panicked and sad. “I thought I was going to lose you again!”

“Well, technically you did,” I said with a grin, “but it’s okay now.”

“Did that little bitch throw you out the window?!”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t matter – you tried to save me!”

“Well, of course I did,” she said, mystified.

“But you died trying to save me!”

“Yes, but…” She stopped and pondered that. “Huh… I didn’t even think twice…”

I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her. She returned it with equal passion.

Then I pulled away. “We need to get out of here right now while we have the chance.”

“No, first I’m going to kill her,” Alaria seethed.

I wasn’t listening. I was looking up at the 30-story high-rise, which was about a quarter of a mile away.

A winged shape carrying a flaming sword launched out of the top floor and arced around towards the cemetery.

“We’re going back there right now,” Alaria snapped.

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary…” I muttered.

Meera dropped from the sky and landed amongst the tombstones twenty feet away.

The burning sword was the only thing illuminating her in the darkness, but it revealed plenty. She was dressed in silver armor that reflected the yellow flames. Other than her face, the only things the armor didn’t cover were her wings, which beat the air angrily. In her other hand was a medieval trumpet, a three-foot-long silver horn with a flared mouth.  Her hair was wild and tousled, and her face was angry and fierce.

“Are you ready to face judgment, Warlock?” Meera shouted.

“No, but I am going to kick your lily white ASS,” Alaria yelled as fire erupted in her hand and her pitchfork appeared.

“NO!” I yelled, and put one hand across Alaria’s body to hold her back. “Meera – we don’t have to do this!”

“Oh, I think we do,” she said coldly.

Suddenly Blutus SLAMMED down beside me and Alaria, his giant leathery wings flapping as he cradled Stig in his arms like a baby.

“Ow, ow, ow,” Blutus whined as he danced back and forth on his oversized, furry feet.

“It’s four against one,” I said to Meera. “I know you’re tough, but there’s no way that you can fight us off alone.”

“I don’t intend to,” she sneered. “You and your demon slut can face the end together.”

She lifted the horn to her lips and blew it like Gabriel’s trumpet on Judgment Day. The noise shook the ground beneath our feet and slammed into us like the percussive blast of fireworks.

Up above us the clouds began to boil and churn. Dozens of winged figures descended from the sky, all of them dressed in silver armor and bearing flaming swords.

“Uh oh,” Stig said.

“Ohhhhhh shit,” I muttered.

“Are they friendly?” Blutus asked in a quavering voice.

“Probably not.”

“I think you were right,” Alaria said, stunned.

“About what?”

“We should have left when we had the chance…”

The angels dropped to the ground all around the graveyard. There was an even split of males and females, all of them ethereally beautiful, sort of like Final Fantasy characters with bird wings. Almost all of them were blond, although the occasional dark-haired seraph could be seen amongst their ranks.

“Sister Meera,” a tall, blond male said in a stern voice, “we have heard your call and appeared. What is the nature of your summons?”

“To rain down judgment on this Warlock and his demons, Brother Arvos,” Meera yelled.

“WHAT?!” Stig shouted, incensed.

“Yeah, Stig was nothing but nice to you back there!” I said.

Meera hesitated. 

“…spare the imp, if you can,” she muttered.

“But it is a demon,” Arvos said, his voice dripping with disgust. It was the same tone of voice a normal person might use to describe a tapeworm wriggling around in a dog turd.

“I said if you can.”

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig yelled, straining forward from Blutus’s arms like an enraged toddler. Then he yelled at Arvos, “TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

The male angel looked totally bewildered.

“I only want the warlock and his hell-slut dead,” Meera called out.

“You hypocritical little twat,” Alaria seethed. “You weren’t so high and mighty when you had your fingers up my – ”

She didn’t get a chance to finish, because eighty demons suddenly poured out of the shadows and into the graveyard. They were led by the black, scaly monster who had attacked Meera in the alleyway and me at the shipyards.

“Kill the warlock and his pigeon friends!” Toothy roared.

“What the fuck?!” I yelped.

“Who are they?!” Arvos yelled.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig screamed at Toothy. “SOMEBODY TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

From there it turned into an all-out melee.

The demons leapt through the air and attacked the angels.

The angels swung their swords in flaming arcs.

The demons blasted back with fireballs, sonic screams, pitchforks, and various dark magic attacks.

And amidst it all, me and my crew started hitting anybody who came at us.

Alaria jabbed with her pitchfork. Blutus flung chains. Stig shot fireballs. And I cast Doomsday and Soul Sucked for all I was worth.

Meera was just as surprised by the demon attack as I was, and slashed and stabbed at them in a frenzy.

The angels were more powerful individually, but the demons outnumbered us all 3-to-1. A couple of red-skinned devils might go up in flames, but seconds later a swarm of them would overwhelm an angel like hyenas dragging down a wounded gazelle.

I looked around in horror as the demons went all Clockwork Orange. This was why people hated and feared them so much: they were like soccer hooligans on meth.

I had to end this and end it now.

I searched the crowd for Toothy. There he was, battling it out with Meera with a couple other monstrosities at his side.

If my collar had still been around her neck, I could have just ordered Meera to retreat and take her friends with her. Only a few of the demons had wings, so they wouldn’t be able to – 

I stopped in my tracks.

That’s it.

First I triggered my Invisibility spell, giving me 20 seconds to enact my plan.

I reached into my bag, pulled out the temporary collar, ran over towards Meera – 

And jumped on Toothy’s back.

He bucked and writhed, but I hung on. I got my hands around his throat – 

Click.

The collar snapped into place just as he threw me off onto the ground.

“Tell them to retreat, but you stay here!” I ordered as I became visible once more.

The collar glowed. Toothy got a panicked look in his eye like WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?! as he opened his mouth and shouted, “Brothers, RETREAT!”

The demons all paused and looked around in shock. After all, they were winning by sheer attrition.

“Again!” I hissed.

“RETREAT!” Toothy screeched. “BY THE WHORE OF THE ABYSS, RETREEAAT!”

The demons looked at each other in surprise, then took off scampering into the shadows.

All but Toothy.

The remaining angels – now little more than a dozen – looked around in wide-eyed wonder. They had been expecting to be slaughtered, but their foes had been routed and were on the run.

“Should we pursue?” one of the angels asked Arvos.

“No – kill him!” I yelled as I pointed at Toothy.

The black demon’s eyes bugged out. He turned to flee – 

“FREEZE!” I screamed.

The collar glowed and Toothy froze in place, one leg comically extended midair.

“GET HIM!” I yelled.

The angels lunged forward and turned the black demon into a pincushion for flaming swords. He screamed as twelve different blades ran him through in all directions.

His hit points were dropping rapidly – 

But because of that collar, I was just going to have to deal with him all over again if I didn’t do something now.

“Wait, don’t kill him yet!” I yelled, and rushed over to the clutch of armored angels. I reached in amongst the swords, removed the collar from Toothy’s neck, and then jumped back. “Okay – NOW!”

The angels all sliced their swords through the demon’s body. Pieces of him went flying, and then the rest of him disappeared in a blast of flame. The only thing left of him was the echo of his scream dying out amongst the tombstones.

Alaria, Stig, Blutus, and I stood there nervously as the angels all slowly turned to look at us.

“…thank you…?” Arvos said in a puzzled voice, as though he couldn’t quite figure out why a Warlock and his demons had helped out a bunch of angels. 

“Are we still supposed to kill them?” another angel asked, clearly conflicted.

“YES!” Meera yelled, even though I’d just saved her ungrateful ass.

“HEY!” Stig roared.

“…except for the imp,” she muttered.

“But by the All-Father’s command, kindness shown to us should be returned threefold,” another angel protested.

“This is true,” Arvos agreed.

“So kill them quickly and mercifully!” Meera shouted.

“Why do you want them dead so badly, Sister?” Arvos asked.

“Yeah,” Alaria sneered, “you didn’t want me dead so badly when I had my tongue in your cooch half an hour ago.”

All the angels gasped as one.

Seriously, it sounded like an old ladies’ knitting circle had all seen a dick pic at the same time.

Meanwhile, Meera’s eyes bugged out and her cheeks turned beet red.

“The demoness raped you?!” Arvos roared, and held up his sword to strike down Alaria.

“HELL NO!” my succubus yelled. “SHE was the one who made ME come!”

Another exaggerated gasp. All the angels turned accusingly towards Meera, whose face now resembled a gleaming red fire truck.

“Sister… is this true?!” Arvos whispered in shock. “Did you… lie carnally with the succubus?!”

“Noooo…” Meera said, sounding just like a politician about to explain why they voted for something before they voted against it.

“Bullshit!” Alaria yelled. “Make her swear on the – whatever you freaks have for a holy book!”

“Sister Meera,” Arvos said sternly, “by the Holy Name of the All-Father, tell me the truth – did you lie carnally with the succubus?”

“I… can explain,” Meera said in a little meep of a voice.

Another dick-pic gasp from the knitting circle.

“And you were just allowed back into the Heavenly Host,” a dark-haired woman clucked disapprovingly.

“It seems that impure thoughts were not your only sin,” another tsked.

“I am disappointed in you, Meera,” Arvos said coldly. “You have betrayed us all.”

Meera wilted. Her shoulders slumped and she lowered her head in shame, unable to meet their gaze.

I felt horrible for her. 

She’d been acting like a bitch the last ten minutes, yeah, but she’d just been dumped.

When I got dumped, I’d gone on a weeklong bender with a couple more weeks of assholery as a chaser, so ten minutes was nothing.

And now these assholes were publicly humiliating her.

I glanced over at Alaria, expecting to see her gloating. Instead, her face almost looked pained.

“You are hereby banished from the Heavenly Host – forever,” Arvos said, and held up his sword to strike Meera down.

“NO – WAIT!” I screamed, rushing forward.

But I was too late.

The fiery sword flashed through the air and struck Meera’s armor.

There was a metallic ringing, and an explosion rent the air.

I was knocked to the ground as pieces of silver armor fell in a meteor shower all around us.

In the center of the blast wave stood Meera, wreathed in a plume of smoke, trying to hide her naked body with her hands and arms as she wept in shame.

As the other angels picked up the pieces of silver armor, Arvos sneered, “Now you may follow whatever base desires you wish, for you are no longer one of us.”

Meera cried out in pain and fell to her knees.

“You assholes!” I shouted.

All the angels looked at me in surprise.

“There’s no reason for this!” I yelled. “You’re just – you’re just being pricks!”

“Holier-than-thou fuckheads,” Alaria added.

“CHILL, BITCH!” Stig roared as he pointed directly in Arvos’s face.

The angel commander sneered at us. “I will overlook your blasphemies, seeing as how you came to our aid earlier. But if you ever cross our path again, Warlock… you and your demons will surely die.”

With that he flapped his wings and took off into the air, followed by his fellow soldiers. They all soared back up into the clouds and disappeared.

“Well, shit,” I grumbled, then looked back down in front of me.

Meera was weeping uncontrollably as she knelt there on the ground.

“Meera, are you okay?” I whispered.

“Go away,” she bawled without looking at me.

I took a tentative step closer to her. “Meera – ”

“PLEASE, just GO!” she cried, her entire body wracked with sobs.

“He just wants to make sure you’re not hurt,” Alaria said, her voice neutral and calm.

For the first time since Arvos had struck her armor from her, Meera raised her eyes – to glare at Alaria. The hatred in her gaze was matched only by her grief.

“Can’t you just let me be, you hell-slut?!”

Alaria scowled. “I was just trying to help you, bitch.”

“HELP ME?! YOU TOOK EVERYTHING AWAY FROM ME!” Meera screamed. 

“I didn’t take your Goddess-damned armor!” Alaria shouted.

“I don’t care about the armor!” Meera cried incredulously, then pointed straight at me. “I only wanted HIM – and you took him away from me!”

Alaria reacted as though she’d been slapped in the face.

And me? It felt like Meera had stabbed my heart again with her sword.

“Even though I beat you, you STILL took him away from me!” Meera shrieked. “Haven’t you done enough?! You’ve WON, alright?! He loves you, not me! Can’t you stop humiliating me and just let me die in peace?!”

She lowered her head and broke down again in tears.

Oh God…

I didn’t know what to do. I just stood there, totally devastated by how heartbroken she was, and ashamed at how I had contributed to it.

Alaria, though, got a calm look on her face and marched right over in front of Meera.

“Get up,” she said firmly.

Meera didn’t say anything. She just kept kneeling there in the dirt.

“I said get UP.” Alaria grabbed Meera beneath her armpits and hoisted her to her feet.

Meera looked at her incredulously. “What are you doing?!”

I was asking myself the same question. “Yeah, what are you – ”

And then Alaria kissed Meera.

Not some little peck, either.

A full-on, open-mouthed French kiss.

I froze.

Holy SHIT.

Meera’s eyes opened wide. She didn’t move for a second, and then she began to struggle and flail against Alaria, trying to push her away.

Alaria didn’t stop.

In fact, she went further.

She grabbed Meera’s wrist and placed the angel’s hand on her big, red, leather-bikini’d breast.

Meera’s eyes bugged out even more, if that was possible – but she stopped struggling.

Then Alaria slipped her bikini top up and placed Meera’s hand over her bare nipple.

Meera’s eyes suddenly rolled back in her head, and she sort of went limp as she felt Alaria up and continued to French kiss her.

Alaria let go of Meera’s hand, reached around, and clutched the angel’s bare ass. Then Alaria pulled Meera against her body even harder as they continued to kiss.

“Awkward,” Stig whimpered.

I didn’t think so. 

Although I was pretty sure my boner was going to split out of my pants in the next couple of seconds.

Finally Alaria broke off the kiss. 

Meera looked like a rag doll in her arms, limp and totally overcome. 

Her eyes fluttered open again, and she stared up into my succubus’s face with equal parts desire and fear.

“You need to take us back to your apartment now,” Alaria said.

“W-why?” Meera asked breathlessly.

“So that Ian and I can both fuck your brains out.”

George Takei’s voice suddenly filled my head.

Oh MY…

The angel just stared at Alaria, then at me, then back at the succubus.

“…o-okay,” she whispered.

“So awkward,” Stig muttered.

I moved over to Alaria and pulled her away from Meera. 

“Why are you doing this?” I whispered.

“What do you mean?”

“Just a few minutes ago she was trying to kill you. Now you want to take her back for a threesome?”

Alaria looked back at the angel, and her expression softened. “She reminds me of me.”

I frowned. “How’s that?”

“She’s just as enslaved as I was once… except her chains are beliefs, not iron. She longs to be free, I can feel it.” Alaria looked back at me. “And she’s right – I took away the most precious thing in the world to her. The least I can do is let her have him back, if only for a little while.”

I stared at Alaria, absolutely astounded.

“I love you,” I whispered.

She grinned and winked. “I know.”

Then she turned back to Meera and put her arms around her.

I felt something tug on my pants leg. I looked down to see Stig staring up at me accusatorily.

“You’re not going to – ” fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap  “ – with both of them, are you?”

“None of your business,” I snapped.

“Ugh,” he groaned.

I reached in my bag and dropped a gold coin on the ground in front of him, then pitched another one over to Blutus. “Why don’t you two disappear for a while? Maybe a couple of days, even.”

“Okay!” Stig agreed happily.

“Go find the Revenge at the shipyards,” Alaria instructed him. “We’ll meet you there… whenever we’re finished.”

Stig and Blutus started off through the streets of Exardus.

“What’re they going to do now?” Blutus whispered.

“You don’t want to know,” Stig croaked.
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I lent Meera my cloak for walking through the streets and the lobby of her building, and then the three of us returned to the scene of the crime – the site of the knock-down, drag-out ‘fuckoff.’ Ignoring the wreckage of the broken furniture, we made our way to the bedroom.

The entire way from the graveyard, Alaria had been touching Meera, caressing her skin, running her fingers through her hair. Anytime the angel began to get anxious – usually about people staring at us on the street – Alaria would stop any objections with a kiss. At one point she even pinned Meera against the nearest building and made out with her until the angel was a puddle of longing and desire, and then we resumed our journey up to the penthouse.

Once we were inside the bedroom, Alaria used a flame from her finger to light several candles. Then she peeled off Meera’s cloak, threw it to the floor, and began fondling the angel’s breasts and sucking her nipples.

I just stood there watching, afraid to interrupt in case this was all a dream and I might wake up.

As Alaria continued, Meera moaned and leaned her head back. “I need…”

Alaria stopped sucking long enough to ask, “What do you need?”

“I need the collar.”

Alaria narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

Meera blushed deep red. “…so I can… do ‘it’…”

“Do what?”

“She means have sex,” I said.

Alaria glanced at me, then back at Meera. “Is that what you’re talking about?”

Meera blushed even deeper scarlet and nodded.

“Why?” Alaria asked.

By now Meera was almost as red as Alaria.

“Because…” she said, and faltered.

“Because why?”

“…because good girls don’t do what I want to do.”

Alaria looked like she had finally figured out a riddle she’d been struggling to solve. “Ah.” Then she shook her head. “No.”

Meera’s eyes opened wide. “…what?”

Frankly, I was a little thrown off, too. “What?”

I have to admit, I was also a little worried this was the part where the bubble was about to burst, and I would wake up in the gutter as an invisible narrator somewhere said, And it was all just a dream…

Alaria looked deeply into Meera’s eyes as she spoke. “You’re using the collar as an excuse. You’re so concerned about others judging you that you never stopped to ask whether they had any right to judge you in the first place. Well, the angels kicked you out of their shitty club, so now you’re free to do whatever you want. And you’re going to start by saying ‘Fuck you’ to them and then doing what you want, for the sole reason that you want to do it.”

Meera’s chest heaved up and down as she stared back at Alaria. I wasn’t sure whether she was incredibly turned on, or scared to death. Maybe a little of both.

“But… I like having the collar,” she whispered. “I like doing what Master tells me.”

“Master, eh?” Alaria said as she looked over at me with an arched eyebrow.

“Hey, she likes that name, not me,” I said.

“Uh huh,” Alaria said sarcastically, then turned back to Meera. “Well, you’re still going to do exactly what Master says, little angel. But you’re also going to do what Mistress says.”

Alaria leaned in close to Meera’s ear and whispered. A shiver ran up my spine; I’d had that honeyed voice whispering in my ear enough times to know how intensely pleasurable it could be.

“And you’re going to do it because you want to do it… but you’re still going to do everything we say. You’re going to fuck us both… and we’re going to fuck you. And you’re going to come over… and over… and over. Am I understood?”

Sure enough, Meera’s nipples grew harder as Alaria spoke, and her eyelids dropped until her eyes were half-lidded, like she was hypnotized.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Yes Mistress,” Alaria growled seductively.

“Yes, Mistress,” Meera moaned.

“Now, the first thing you’re going to do is undress me. Undo the little catch between my breasts.”

Meera reached out trembling fingers, touched the silver skull holding together both cups of her bra… and then paused. She looked into Alaria’s eyes like a hesitant coed.

Alaria just nodded with a slight smile on her face, and Meera unsnapped the clasp.

Alaria’s breasts were so big that the cups immediately separated several inches, but were so firm that they didn’t droop.

Meera stood there looking at Alaria’s voluminous breasts, her mouth watering.

“Now slowly… slowly… pull them away from my nipples.”

Meera pulled the leather pieces slowly away from Alaria’s breasts.

First her areolas became visible – dark reddish brown against the crimson of her skin. Then the nipples appeared, slightly raised.

Meera was breathing harder now, her own nipples erect as she stared.

Alaria shrugged off the bra. “Now kiss one of them,” she murmured.

Meera looked in fear at Alaria, who nodded encouragingly.

Meera bent down gently and kissed one nipple, her eyes closed in bliss.

“Mmmm.” Alaria stroked Meera’s golden hair, then whispered, “Now lick it.”

Meera opened her pink lips and lapped slowly with her tongue.

“Mmmmm… now suck on it.”

Meera enveloped Alaria’s entire nipple in her mouth and began to suck slowly… gently.

“Ahhhhhh…” Alaria whispered, her own eyes closing. She slowly fondled Meera’s breasts, cupping them in her palms, playing with their weight, gently pinching her nipples.

Meera moaned but never stopped sucking.

I was about to burst through my pants I was so turned on.

“Gooood… now get on your knees,” Alaria whispered commandingly.

Meera knelt down in front of her and looked up in supplication.

“Pull down my thong.”

Meera was breathing heavily as she hooked her fingers through the tiny strings holding together Alaria’s bikini bottom, then pulled it down slowly. The angel gasped slightly to see Alaria’s curly thatch of dark hair, then moaned at Alaria’s lips just inches from her face.

I knew she could smell the cinnamon scent of Alaria’s sex, because I could detect a hint of it from where I stood six feet away.

Once the thong slipped the rest of the way down her boots, Alaria stepped out of it. Then she placed her feet about two foot apart, creating ample space between her thighs.

“Kiss my hair down there… gently,” Alaria instructed.

Meera leaned forward and put her lips against Alaria’s dark thatch and sighed, her eyes closing in bliss.

“Now kiss lower,” Alaria whispered.

Meera lowered her head an inch and kissed bare skin.

“Lower.”

Meera’s lips closed over Alaria’s clit, and my succubus shivered.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Lick me right there.”

Meera began to lap like a kitten at a saucer of milk. The entire time she did it, she made a lustful noise in her throat.

Alaria’s head leaned back, exposing her throat as she sighed in contentment, her eyes closed. “Ohhhhh… oh Goddess… yes… now suck gently…”

Meera took Alaria’s clit between her lips and sucked softly.

“Oh Goddess… yes…”

Alaria’s wings quivered and expanded a foot or two – and then she got ahold of herself. She put her hand on Meera’s forehead and pushed her away.

“Very good, little angel. Now… get on all fours and crawl over to your master.”

Meera got down on her hands and knees and began crawling towards me, a look of innocent lust on her face.

When she reached my knees, Alaria ordered, “Now undo his pants.”

Hot DAMN.

Meera unbuttoned my fly and my erection sprang out. She opened her pink lips and was about to take me in her mouth when Alaria snapped, “Anh anh anh.”

Meera paused.

I cursed silently under my breath.

“Yes, Mistress?” Meera asked.

I could feel her breath on the skin of my shaft, and it made me twitch with agonized anticipation.

“First I want you to kiss the underside of his cock,” Alaria instructed. “Softly.”

Meera leaned over and gave me a little kiss on the underside of my shaft. It felt good, but it wasn’t all that. The tickling of her blonde hair against my cock was more pleasurable.

“Kiss further up,” Alaria instructed.

Meera complied.

“Further… there. Stop there.”

Oh…

Meera’s lips were at that little ridge of skin just under the head. The frenulum, I think it’s called.

“Now kiss him again.”

She kissed the ridge of skin again, and the delicious sensation – coupled with not getting everything I wanted right now – made my cock twitch. I groaned in frustration.

“Good,” Alaria murmured as she walked over to us both. “Take the base of his shaft in your hand and angle it down towards you… good… now open your mouth wide, as wide as you can.”

Meera opened her mouth, and I salivated as I watched those perfect pink lips about to take me in.

“Good… look him in the eyes…”

Those beautiful blue doe eyes gazed up at me, hungry and sweet.

“Good… now don’t touch his skin, but put his cock inside your mouth.”

WHAT?!

Meera did as she was told. She lowered her lips around my head and part of my shaft, but made sure not to let my skin touch her tongue or anywhere else.

I could feel her hot breath on my skin.

The anticipation was killing me.

“Noooo,” I groaned, frustrated beyond belief.

Alaria smirked as she unbuttoned my shirt and began sliding it off. “Patience, ‘Master,’” she said mockingly. “You, little angel… just barely touch your tongue to the underside of his cock.”

I felt Meera’s tongue touch my skin, hot and wet.

I groaned.

“Goooood,” Alaria said, and began to slowly caress my neck with the tips of her nails, softer than a sigh. I shivered in ecstasy as her fingers moved down my shoulders… down my back… down my spine. I could feel her breasts brush up against me, could feel the hard tips of her nipples press against my skin.

I was afraid I might come just from all this anticipation.

“Now take him in your mouth,” Alaria ordered Meera, “but don’t suck. Just let your tongue settle against his skin. Enjoy how big and hard he is in your mouth.”

Meera’s lips closed around my shaft, and I felt her mouth envelop me. She closed her eyes in rapture, and a throaty, animal purr escaped her throat.

Oh God…

Alaria expertly pulled my pants down and had me step out of my boots, all while I stayed hard as steel in Meera’s mouth. Within sixty seconds I was entirely naked.

“Now slowly… slowly… move your head back and forth, just letting your tongue glide over his cock,” Alaria ordered as she pulled off her own thigh-high boots.

Meera began to slowly move back and forth, her wet tongue caressing me like silk.

I groaned some more.

Alaria knelt naked beside Meera and began to touch the angel all over, tickling and caressing her back, her arms, her breasts, her ass.

Meera whimpered under Alaria’s touch, and I could feel the vibrations from her noises through my entire cock.

“Good,” Alaria whispered. She licked two of her fingers, then placed them down between Meera’s thighs. “Keep sucking his cock just like that…”

Alaria’s fingers brushed Meera’s golden thatch of hair, then a little lower, and began to leisurely stroke her clit.

“Mmmmm,” Meera moaned with my cock filling up her mouth, her brow furrowed with pleasure as her eyes rolled back in their sockets.

“Keep sucking,” Alaria whispered in Meera’s ear. 

Alaria moved her other hand to Meera’s ass and began to gently caress and play. All the while, her other fingers continued to stroke Meera’s clit.

“Mm – mm – mm – mm,” Meera groaned in little bursts of pleasure.

“Keep him in your mouth,” Alaria ordered. “Don’t stop sucking.”

I gazed down at them both, trying hard as I could not to blow my load.

“Do you like sucking his cock?” Alaria whispered in Meera’s ear as she continued to fondle and stroke her.

“Mm-hmm,” Meera moaned with me in her mouth.

“Do you like the way he tastes?”

“Mm-hm…”

“Suck him however you want now, for your pleasure… notice how soft the skin is on his shaft… and how hard he is… notice how he fills up your mouth…”

Meera began sucking differently than before – sort of milking my shaft with her tongue and lips. It was a huge turn-on.

“Mm – mm – mm – mm – ” she moaned as Alaria’s fingers moved more rapidly between her legs.

“You’re going to come in a moment, and I want you to come with his cock in your mouth,” Alaria instructed. “But you’re not going to come until I say you can.”

“Mrm,” Meera moaned, her lips still wrapped around my shaft.

Alaria’s fingers made a wet schick-schick-schick sound between Meera’s legs.

“Hold it… don’t come yet…” Alaria ordered.

“Mrmmmm – ” Meera groaned, her mouth still full.

“Don’t come yet,” Alaria whispered forcefully.

“MRMMMM – ”

“DON’T COME YET. Keep his cock in your mouth – DON’T COME YET – ”

Meera’s entire body was trembling now. She looked like she was about to cry.

It was all I could do to keep myself from tipping over the edge. 

To try to distract myself – and because I wanted to see what was going on down below – I cast my All-Seeing Eye spell and sent it between Meera’s thighs.

I shouldn’t have done that.

The fingers on Alaria’s left hand were a blur over Meera’s clit. Alaria’s right hand was playing with Meera’s pussy, with two fingers massaging and circling the angel’s pink lips.

Suddenly Alaria plunged her two right-hand fingers inside Meera’s pussy all the way in.

“Come for me,” Alaria whispered in Meera’s ear.

“MMMRMRRRMMMMM,” Meera screamed with my cock still in her mouth, her face contorting in ecstasy, the vibrations from her cries buzzing through my entire shaft.

“OH FUCK!” I bellowed, and suddenly I was coming in Meera’s mouth.

“Swallow it,” Alaria whispered in Meera’s ear. “Swallow his come and don’t stop sucking.”

Meera sucked greedily as her expression smoothed over with blissful release, and Alaria’s fingers went from a blur to a soft caress.

“Oh God… oh God,” I muttered as my own contractions died away.

“Lick him soft and slow,” Alaria instructed Meera.

Then my succubus pulled her hands away from Meera’s thighs, turned her head towards me, and began to lick my balls.

Oh my GOD.

I stood there watching through the All-Seeing Eye as they both went down on me, Alaria lapping at my balls and Meera sucking my head.

That continued for a moment, and then Alaria stood up and grinned at me. “You still feel hard enough,” she cooed as she wrapped her fingers tightly around my base.

“For what?” I moaned.

“To fuck us both,” she whispered, then winked.

She took Meera’s hand and led her over to the bed, then directed her to get on her hands and knees. Alaria knelt down right beside her.

Both women were now on the bed on all fours, both their asses in the air, side by side. It was a beautiful sight, with Alaria’s crimson derriere pressed right up next to Meera’s pale, shapely bottom. Their wings brushed against each other, too – black dragon and white dove.

“Alright, stud,” Alaria growled over her shoulder. “Fuck me first while you finger her.”

Holy SHIT.

As I positioned myself behind Alaria, she turned her head and started making out with Meera.

Ohhhh…

I placed my swollen head right at Alaria’s slit – but then I decided to tease her. I rubbed my tip across her drenched lips, but didn’t enter her.

Alaria broke off her kiss with Meera.

“Oh, fuck you,” she groaned, her eyes closed in frustration. “Just put it in already.”

“Say please,” I ordered.

“Oh Goddess… please put it in,” she moaned.

“Put it in, Master,” I said.

She looked back at me, and I could see some kind of spark in her eyes.

For a second I thought I might have pushed it too far – that it was okay for her to play that role with Meera, but not okay for me to play it with Alaria – but she held my gaze and whispered, “Please, Master… please put your cock inside me.”

I smiled and gently eased my way inside her.

“Ohhhhhh,” Alaria moaned, and closed her eyes in euphoria.

Meera watched the whole exchange like a kid in a candy store, then turned back to me eagerly. “Please, Master – please fuck me.”

“Just fingers for now,” Alaria moaned as I moved in and out of her. “Mistress gets the cock.”

I licked a couple of my fingers and began to play with Meera’s pussy. She moaned happily, a big smile on her face – until I eased my fingers inside her, at which point her smile became a frown of intense pleasure.

I settled into a rhythm, rocking inside Alaria at the same time I thrust inside Meera. 

Both women groaned in pleasure, and then Alaria leaned over and began making out with Meera again.

Enough time had passed, so I cast the All-Seeing Eye once more. 

I sent it out in front of them and watched as their breasts swung back and forth as I moved inside them. I moaned as Alaria French-kissed Meera, both of them lost in the moment.

“Okay,” Alaria said as she broke off the kiss, “you can fuck her now – but finger me, too.”

I pulled out of Alaria, stepped over twelve inches, placed the tip of my cock between Meera’s lips, and slowly sank inside her.

“OHHHHH!” Meera cried out.

She was much tighter than Alaria. It was nice, but I preferred my succubus.

I wet the fingers of my left hand and eased them inside Alaria, who groaned in satisfaction. I curled them downwards, found her g-spot, and began stroking firmly.

Alaria reached between her own legs and began rubbing her clit with hard, fast strokes. 

The two women didn’t bother to make out again – they were too busy moaning.

“OH – OH – OH – ” Meera called out, her voice high.

“Goddess… fuck… oh Goddess,” Alaria grunted as her head dipped down towards the bed.

As Meera’s cries got higher-and higher-pitched, Alaria’s groans got deeper.

“OH – OH – OH – OH – ”

“Goddess – oh fuck – oh Goddess… oh FUCK… ”

Suddenly Meera was coming. “OOOOOOHHHHH – ”

Alaria joined her seconds later, her fingers a blur between her legs as I stroked her g-spot firm and fast.

“OH FUCK – OH FUUUUUUCKKK – ”

I felt a trickle of liquid on my hand as Alaria squirted. 

Alaria’s noises just made Meera scream even louder.

I slowed down until I was just barely moving inside both of them.

Alaria looked over her shoulder at me, a light sheen of sweat on her entire body. “You up for one more thing?” 

“Sure – what?” I asked.

Alaria got a devilish grin on her face. “I want to fuck her now.”

A moment later, Alaria and I were kneeling on the bed facing each other, with Meera on all fours between us. I was positioned in front of Meera’s mouth; Alaria was right behind her ass.

“Take Master in your mouth,” Alaria instructed.

Meera complied, her silky lips wrapping around my cock.

Then Alaria’s tail came up from between her legs. She doubled it over with her hand so that it was one long, ten-inch loop.

I knew exactly what she was planning to do, since I’d seen her do it at least a dozen times to Tarka.

“Is she going to be able to take all that?” I asked dubiously.

Alaria grinned. “We’re about to find out.”

She gingerly inserted the rounded loop inside Meera, who moaned as the tip slipped inside her. The angel stopped moving her head as bliss overtook her.

“Keep sucking Master no matter what,” Alaria instructed.

Meera murmured her acquiescence and began moving her mouth over my cock again.

Alaria inserted a bit more of her tail, and Meera grunted and moaned.

Then Alaria began to rock back and forth, using her doubled-over tail like a strap-on.

I didn’t need the All-Seeing Eye this time. I had the best seat in the house as I watched Alaria’s heavy breasts swing back and forth as her pelvis smacked into Meera’s ass.

“Mm – mm – MM – MM – ” Meera moaned with every thrust, her mouth full of my cock and her pussy filled with Alaria’s tail.

“Keep sucking, little angel,” Alaria ordered.

“Mm-hm,” Meera murmured, then continued groaning as Alaria drove deeper and harder inside her.

“Say, Ian,” Alaria purred, “does somebody here like to be spanked?”

Meera tried to speak with her mouth full. “MM mm, MM mm!” 

I laughed. “Yeah, I would say so.”

“Good. Because I feel like spanking somebody.”

Suddenly Alaria let fly with an open-handed SLAP! across Meera’s bare ass.

“MMMM!” Meera squealed, her eyes rolling back in her head.

SLAP!

“MMMM!”

“Who’s your Mistress?” Alaria called out.

“Mm mrrr,” Meera moaned. You are.

“Damn right I am,” Alaria growled, and SLAPPED! Meera’s ass with abandon.

Within seconds, Meera was coming again, screaming with pleasure.

The entire time, I watched Alaria in awe. Not because of how sexy she was, or how amazing she was in bed, though both were true – but because of how generous and forgiving she was.

I had hurt her terribly, but rather than punish me, she’d given me one of the greatest nights of my life.

Meera had screamed at her in the graveyard and called her all sorts of names – even tried to kill her – and yet here Alaria was, treating the angel to untold pleasures.

Yeah, of course Alaria was getting off on it, too – but the fact of the matter was, not many people could have gotten past the pain or the anger that Alaria had been through. They would have shut down completely, or they would have taken all their hurt out on the other person during sex and been demeaning and vicious.

If Alaria was demeaning it all, it was just enough that Meera loved it, and with no malice behind it.

I stared at Alaria as she smiled and laughed.

She caught me looking at her. “What?”

“I love you,” I said, overcome with emotion.

She grinned. “Right back atcha, ‘Master.’”

Then she leaned towards me over Meera’s body. I did the same, and we kissed with an angel between us.

When Alaria pulled away, she teased me, “And you were going to try to make me monogamous.”

At that moment, I saw my past obsession for what it was: the stupidest fucking idea in the world.
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We fucked another couple of hours, taking only enough time to rest and drink. Then we were back at it in every conceivable position and combination.

We fell asleep in a tangle of bodies, exhausted.

Then when the sun rose, we went at it again.

Two days passed. Two days full of sex and laughter and eating and drinking, with nothing but unalloyed pleasure to guide us.

Sometimes we would talk, and Alaria would ask Meera questions about her previous life. Meera cried twice, and both times Alaria took her to her breast and cradled her.

Not only that, but Alaria pushed Meera into new scenarios – role-playing, little scenes where Meera was dominant, trying out new personas and ways of seeing herself. Stretching her erotic wings, you might say.

In the end, though, Meera decided she liked being submissive most of all, and gladly went back to whatever Alaria commanded.

Which I was glad about. I didn’t exactly enjoy getting spanked.

On the morning of the third day we finally had to say goodbye. The Revenge was scheduled to take off, and us along with it. Otherwise I might have gladly stayed in Exardus forever.

Except for that pesky ‘in debt to a mob boss’ thing.

When we said our goodbyes, Meera was more relaxed than I had ever seen her before. Her hair fell in just-been-fucked tresses all around her face, and for the first time she looked more like a woman than a hesitant teenage girl.

I glanced around the wreckage of the penthouse, which we still hadn’t bothered to clean up. (Too busy having sex.) “What are you going to do now that the angels aren’t giving you a monthly stipend?”

“Goddess, don’t badger the poor girl,” Alaria scolded me.

“What?! I’m worried about her.”

“It’s alright,” Meera said. “I’ll probably have to move, but I’ve been thinking of selling my services to adventurers entering the Tomb of Tharos.”

Alaria raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Which services?”

Meera gave her a look like Don’t even joke about that. “As a guide and sell-sword, nothing more.”

“Are you serious?” I asked.

“I’m thinking about it.”

I was pretty sure her plan was impossible – an NPC couldn’t enter a dungeon unless bound to a player – but I didn’t want to rain on her parade. She would have plenty of time to think of another alternative.

So I just said, “Well, be careful not to die.”

“Do you say all your goodbyes this way?” Alaria asked, then imitated me with an oafish voice: “Be careful not to die.”

“I’m WORRIED about her.”

“You know, you could let me wear the collar,” Meera suggested coquettishly.

“No,” Alaria said.

“Just so I can be resurrected,” Meera pleaded. “Ian could order me to be my own master when he’s not around.”

Alaria looked dubious, but deferred to me. “Well… it’s up to you.” 

As much as I really wanted to keep the collar – it had been enormously useful on Toothy, after all, and probably could be again in the future – Meera had paid for it. 

And her suggestion was a pretty good one. As long as she wore the collar, she was bound to me and could never truly die.

Not to mention, it might be a good idea to have somebody with a flaming sword on my team if I ever needed her.

I retrieved the collar and put it around her neck. Then I said, “I command you to be your own master when I’m not around, and make the best decisions for you.”

The collar glowed, and her icon popped up again on my Action Bar.

“Thank you,” Meera said gratefully.

“You’re welcome. Still, be careful. If you die I can resurrect you, but you’ll show up wherever I am, which could be thousands of miles away.”

“That could be fun,” Alaria purred.

“Yes, it could be,” Meera agreed with a grin.

She gave me a warm kiss goodbye, but she French-kissed Alaria.

As I watched them longingly, I thought about ‘one more for the road’ – but then Alaria broke off the kiss and things got all serious again.

“You get to be whoever you want now,” she said to Meera. “You definitely don’t need a bunch of stuck-up pigeons telling you how to live your life.”

Meera smiled and nodded with a quiet confidence I hadn’t seen in her before. “I know.”

“Good luck.”

“Thank you.” Meera gave her one last soft kiss… then squeezed Alaria’s ass playfully. “Hell-Whore.”

“Bird-Slut,” Alaria smirked, and smacked Meera on the ass.

“Oooh!” Meera sighed contentedly.

“See you around.”

“Come back and visit anytime. Or maybe I’ll die intentionally and come visit you.”

Alaria grinned. “Sounds wonderful.”

“We’ll look forward to it,” I said as I headed for the door. “Not the dying part, but the – ”

Alaria grabbed my arm. “Unh-unh. This way.”

“What way?” I asked, confused.

She tilted her head towards the still-broken window.

“WHAT?! NO! Why would we do that?!”

“Because Varkus knows where you are,” Alaria said. “He might have someone watching the lobby.”

“So?”

“So don’t you owe him a payment today?”

Oh shit.

She was right.

“I could give you what money I have,” Meera suggested.

“No,” I said. “Thanks for the offer, but you need that to live on.”

Alaria smiled. “Besides, we can just leave through the back door, as it were.”

“By jumping out the window and dying?” I asked sarcastically.

“You forget, I can fly now.”

“You said you could fly, and I quote, ‘not long distances.’”

“It’ll be long enough.”

“Oh God…” I whimpered. 

I stepped over to the edge and looked down at the dizzying drop – 

And then shrieked as Alaria tackled me.

“Bye, Bird-Slut!” Alaria called out as we tumbled into thin air.

“Bye, Hell-Whore!” Meera called out.

I just screamed.

“Oh, stop your whining,” Alaria said as she hooked her hands under my arms and spread her wings wide. 

Within seconds we were gliding a hundred feet above the gleaming white streets of Exardus. Alaria flapped her wings a couple of times and we actually rose in altitude.

“Don’t ever do that again!” I snarled.

“But you’re so cute when you scream like a little girl,” Alaria teased.

“I should have put the damn collar on you instead of her,” I grumbled.

“Or maybe you could just try to change me again,” Alaria said, but she laughed when she said it.

I sighed. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

“I’ll tell you what – I promise never to tackle you off a 300-foot building again, you promise never to try to change me again, and we’ll never speak of either again. How’s that for a fair trade?”

It was better than fair; it was a steal.

“Deal.”

She flew us to the harbor, where a hundred vessels of varying sizes were docked along the piers, from tiny sailboats to massive airborne man-o’-wars. Another dozen frigates were being worked on in the shipyards; I could see the sparks from the gnomes’ torches.

We landed on the dock in front of the Revenge. Seconds later, Stig and Blutus leaned over the side railing.

“Hey boss!” Stig called out.

“Hey guys.”

Krug, the captain of the Revenge, appeared at the railing, too. “Ian.”

“Krug – good to see you again,” I said, and meant it. Our last goodbye had been strained, so I wanted to let him know there were no hard feelings.

He apparently didn’t care much about hard feelings. He nodded perfunctorily, then grumbled at Alaria, “Took you long enough.”

“And it still wasn’t enough,” she sighed with both happiness and lust.

“Ew,” said Stig, Krug, and Blutus all at the same time.

“Well, we’re leaving now,” I said as we walked up the gangplank to the main deck. “Soon as you possibly can.”

“Good,” Krug grunted, then walked off and began calling out orders at the crew.

“Don’t you think you should ask Blutus if he wants to leave with us?” Alaria said.

“Huh? What are you – ”

Then I realized what she was talking about.

I’d kept the collar on Blutus for so long that I’d forgotten he was wearing it.

“Oh. Sorry,” I said to the furry colossus. “I should have done this a long time ago.”

Then I zapped him with Soul Suck.

“AAAAAH!” he screamed. “Why are you KILLING me?!”

“It’ll be fine,” I yelled over his screams. “Trust me!”

When he got down to 5% hit points, I removed the collar from around his neck and placed it in his oversized palm.

He stared down at the chain in wide-eyed wonder. “You mean… I’m free?”

“Yup,” I said as I poured more Health into him via my Self-Sacrifice spell. After I had topped him off, I said, “So… any interest in joining us on our travels?”

“HELL no.”

“…oh… okay…”

“Should’ve freed him earlier,” Alaria whispered.

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled.

“No, that’s not it,” Blutus answered. “I’m just… I’m not really a fighter.”

“You’re pretty good at it, actually.”

“But that’s not what I want to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Watercolors,” he said brightly.

“…you want to paint? Really?”

“Yes!” Then Blutus scrunched up his face. “Or write musicals. One of the two.”

Okay, wasn’t expecting THAT…

“Well,” I said, reaching into my bag, “here’s 20 gold to help get you started.”

“Thank you!” Blutus beamed.

“Where’s my 20 gold?” Stig asked.

“You drank it all.” I turned back to Blutus. “Just to warn you, if you die, I can resurrect you – but you’ll show up wherever I am.”

“That’s alright, I don’t think art school’s that dangerous,” Blutus said as he headed for the gangplank.

“Good luck,” Stig called.

“You too! Good luck to all of you!” Blutus called, then disappeared down onto the dock.

As I watched him go, I said in my best Vince Vaughn voice, “Our little baby’s all growns up.”

Alaria frowned. “He’s not our baby.”

I wasn’t listening to her, though. I was looking down the pier at a suspicious-looking figure in black, who was pointing the Revenge out to an orcish Warrior in plate armor.

“Hey Krug?” I called out uneasily.

“What?”

“You feel like giving me that loan for 4000 gold?”

“Pirates don’t give loans.”

“Then can you get us out of here in the next 30 seconds?”

“Done.” Krug shouted out, “Start the engines!”

The turbines ramped up, going from a low whine to a thunderous roar.

I watched as the orc yelled across the docks and gestured towards the Revenge. His voice was drowned out by the engines, so I couldn’t hear what he was saying – but I could guess, especially since several more Rogues and Warriors came running. They joined the orc, and all of them started running down the pier towards us.

But by then the Revenge was in the air and soaring into the sky.

Varkus’s thugs shrank to the size of ants, then disappeared completely as the docks turned into a doll-sized playset and finally into a collection of matchsticks jutting out into a turquoise sea.

And then we were gone.
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That night Alaria and I lay in bed in the captain’s quarters. It would be our last night on board the ship, and we were determined to make the best use of our remaining time.

Except we weren’t exactly doing that.

We were naked beneath the sheets, yes, but we hadn’t had sex yet. We made out tenderly, sweetly, but beyond that our caresses were tentative… hesitant. Like a couple who had broken up and then reconciled, but the wounds are still fresh.

Which described our situation precisely.

While we’d had plenty of sex over the last three days, we had never had it alone. Meera had always been there as a buffer between us, a barrier to talking about the things we needed to talk about but didn’t want to.

After kissing for a while, we stopped to talk. Just not about the important things.

“What’s the plan when Krug drops us off?” I asked.

“Go after my next ex-master.”

“Any idea who that is?”

“It depends on where he drops us off.”

We discussed a few more things – supplies, money, the threat of Varkus’s men coming after me – and then we lay there in silence.

Finally I decided to start the conversation. “Alaria – ”

“Shh,” she said, putting a finger to my lips. “We weren’t going to talk about it ever again, remember?”

“It’s not that. I need to know something else.”

She looked wary. “What?”

“When Dorp did that… illusion of you on the ship deck…”

Her body language immediately became closed off. Cold.

“What about it?” she asked in an emotionless voice.

“What was it that makes it so terrifying to you?”

“Being in chains with a bunch of screaming brats is your idea of a good time?”

“I don’t want them to be screaming, but a bunch of babies doesn’t sound all that bad to me.”

Especially with the right woman.

Alaria shuddered. “No thanks. Kids aren’t for me.”

Something about that statement made me a little sad, but I pressed on. “Okay, but what about the chain?”

“You know I always hated being a slave.”

“But the chain was made out of gold and diamonds. Like engagement and wedding rings.”

She lay there staring up into the darkness, not saying anything.

When she finally did, her voice was quiet and composed.

“I’m never going to get married. I never want to get married. It feels like a trap to me – like another master, another way for someone to be able to tell me what to do. Which is why I didn’t want to tell you ‘I love you.’ It felt like one more way to be trapped. It felt like one more hold you have over me. And I don’t like people having holds over me. I want to be free.”

“I know,” I murmured. The words stung, but they only reaffirmed things I already knew.

“But…” she started, then trailed off into silence.

“But what?”

“…I’ve been finding myself wanting to say it more and more. In fact, that was what I fantasized about most when you were gone. All the emotional stuff. Over and over again, I thought about saying ‘I love you’… and I was so sad I would never get to see that look in your eyes again. The way you light up whenever I say it. And that scared me, because it’s like I’m willingly putting a chain on myself again.”

“I don’t want it to be a chain,” I said gently. “I want it to be something you want to say. And if you don’t, then… I don’t want you to say it. Because being with you is enough. I don’t need anything more from you than that.”

She lay there still, then nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay,” I agreed, then leaned over to kiss her.

She put a finger up, though, and pressed it against my lips to stop me.

“What?” I asked, alarmed.

She turned onto her side to face me. “Now I have a question.”

“Uh-oh,” I said jokingly, though the unease I felt was real.

“Yeah, now you see how it feels.”

“Alright… rip the Band-Aid off fast.”

She frowned. “What’s a Band-Aid?”

“Never mind. What’s the question?”

“Meera… what did she do for you that I haven’t?”

Conflicting pop culture voices rang out in my head:

DANGER, Will Robinson!

It’s a TRAP!

“We don’t have to talk about this,” I said, trying to evade the question.

“I want to know,” she insisted. “What did Meera do for you that I haven’t?”

I sighed.

Better to be honest than cagey and evasive.

…I hope.

“Well, she… she willingly wore the collar.”

“She did that because she liked it, though,” Alaria pointed out. “And because she didn’t feel like she had the freedom to do what she wanted without it.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“But you liked it, too, didn’t you?”

“I wanted you, not her. I told you I was thinking of you every time I was – uh, while she and I were – ”

“I know. But… you still liked her wearing the collar, didn’t you?”

“…sort of. Yeah, a little.”

“She was submissive to you.”

“Yes.”

“And… you liked it.”

“Not all the time,” I protested. “I missed you, and your independence, and your spirit – ”

“But sometimes,” Alaria persisted. “Sometimes you liked having her be submissive.”

“…yes.”

“Worship you.”

“I don’t know if I would go that far – ”

“Worship your cock.”

Oh man.

As soon as she said it, little Ian went from flaccid to three-quarters chubby in two seconds flat.

“…yeah.”

“She would do anything for you,” Alaria whispered.

“…yes.”

“And that was a turn-on for you.”

“Yes.”

Alaria suddenly sat up in bed, swung her feet off the side, and reached for her bra on the nightstand. 

I groaned inwardly. 

I shouldn’t have told her all that.

Now we were about to have a goddamn fight – 

But we didn’t.

Alaria immediately got back in bed and pulled something out from a hidden pocket in her bra.

I had to focus in the dark to see what it was, but when I did, I was shocked.

It was her collar.

The one I’d used to initially summon and enslave her.

The velvet choker with the tiny metal skull on it.

She held up her hair and fastened the choker around her neck.

“What are you doing?” I asked, stunned.

“I’m going to be your slave. And I’m going to do anything you want me to.”

I put my hand on hers and shook my head. “You don’t have to do that.”

She smiled. “You know the collar doesn’t have any power in it anymore, right? I won’t actually be your slave. We’ll just be playing.”

“Yeah, but we both know it was real. And it represents something very real from your past. If you don’t want to put it on, then I don’t want you to.”

“…I want to. In fact, there’s a part of me that really enjoys this… but I was ashamed to admit it. Because of my history. It wasn’t safe to do it with other people, but… I’d like to submit to you. Not always, but… sometimes. When I wear this.”

“Isn’t that just like putting on another chain?”

“…yes… but as long as I’m the one who decides when I get to take it off… then it’s okay.”

My heart was beating faster, and I could feel my cock stiffening under the sheet. “You want this?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Do you?”

“…yes.”

She got out of bed and knelt on the floor, the moonlight from the window washing over her. She had never looked lovelier.

“Master,” she whispered. “I am yours to command. What is your desire?”

I stood up in front of her. I murmured my desires at first, then spoke, then ordered. 

She did everything with a look of lust and devotion that might just have been the hottest thing I’d ever seen in my life.

She took me in her mouth… between her breasts… then inside her.

We were only a few minutes into hot, passionate sex when she asked, “What else did she do?”

I stopped mid-stroke as Admiral Ackbar and the Robot from Lost In Space started screaming at me again.

“Why do you want to know?” I asked suspiciously.

“Did she let you do anything that you and I have never done?”

I stared into her eyes.

She seemed to be asking in good faith.

“Well… she did anal with me…”

Alaria smiled. She took me out of her, then placed her legs up in the air against my chest with her feet above my shoulders.

And then she guided the head of my cock somewhere it had never been before.

I stared at her. “Are you sure?”

“Please,” she whispered seductively. “Please do this for me, Master.”

“Do you like this?”

“I like it well enough. And if you like it, then I want do it with you.” Suddenly she got a wicked gleam in her eye like the Alaria I was used to. “And I’ll be damned if an angel gets to say she had you some way I never did.”

I laughed, then kissed her. And slowly eased my way inside her.

She gasped, and we stared into each other’s eyes the entire time. Hints of pain and long moments of pleasure played out on her face.

I have to say, it was a lot more fun with a woman I was in love with.

When I was all the way inside her, I decided I wanted to try something new. I put my feet on the floor and dragged her along with me to the edge of the bed so that I could stand.

“What are you doing?” she asked, intrigued.

I wet two of my fingers with my mouth and slid them inside her pussy.

“OH,” she gasped as I began to stroke my fingertips against her g-spot. At the same time, I slowly eased my shaft in and out of her. “Oh GODDESS…”

Within seconds she was moaning loudly. Her breasts rocked back and forth on her chest as I slowly moved inside her.

I could feel I was getting closer, and I decided I wanted one more thing.

“You’re my slave, right?”

“Yes,” she moaned.

“You’ll do whatever I ask?”

“Yes, oh yes… UNH…” she groaned, arching her back in ecstasy.

“Tell me you love me.”

She froze and stared at me.

“You don’t have to mean it forever,” I told her. “And you don’t have to say it outside of this room. But at this moment, right here and right now… tell me you love me.”

She hesitated… then whispered, “I love you.”

I smiled. “Good girl.”

“Now you,” she whispered as she stared up into my eyes.

“I love you, Alaria. More than anyone else ever before. I love you so much it hurts.”

I went back to rocking inside her – and then suddenly the dam broke. 

Unbidden, Alaria began to say things I hadn’t asked for, more and more passionately, building up to a frenzy of emotion.

“Oh Goddess, I love you… I love your cock,” she moaned as she thrust herself against me. “I love how you fuck me… I love how you look at me… I love you. I love you, Ian – I love you – I love you – OH GODDESS, I LOVE YOU – ”

Suddenly she was coming. I could feel the contractions around my cock, could feel her pussy squirt hot and wet against my palm.

And she kept saying it. As her body heaved with orgasm after orgasm, she kept saying it. Screaming it.

“I LOVE YOU – I LOVE YOU – I LOVE YOU – ”

Listening to her scream those things was absolutely the hottest thing I’d ever heard in my life.

I came so hard I nearly blacked out.

After it was over, when both my screams and hers had died down to whispers, we kissed – passionately. Deeply. Like a reconciled couple deeply in love.

I pulled out of her and lay down next to her, both of us tracing our fingers over each other’s bodies.

“You can take this off now if you want,” I said, touching the choker.

“I think I’ll keep it on. I like doing things you want me to do.” Then she smiled seductively. “Is there anything else you want? …Master?”

I grinned as I got on top of her and positioned myself between her legs.

“I’m sure I’ll think of something,” I whispered in her ear as I slowly entered her, listening to her joyful sighs of pleasure.
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