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      In an instant, I lost it all.

      The woman I loved more than anyone else ever was dead.

      I had feared for her safety for days. I’d tried to protect her… and failed.

      In the seconds leading up to her death, my fear became overwhelming terror.

      When I realized she was gone, terror became shock.

      Shock turned into a tsunami of grief.

      Grief looked around for who was to blame…

      …and then became hate-filled, world-shattering, murderous rage.
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      We had gone to kill Alaria’s ex-master, a gnomish Warlock named Orlo. Before we could, though, he trapped her soul in a metallic body.

      Normally I was able to heal my demons through spells, but it didn’t work on her robotic form. Any damage she took was as good as permanent unless she was physically repaired, which we never even had time to try.

      In our final climactic battle against Orlo and a vicious bounty hunter named Shyvock, Alaria fell into a volcano. Orlo’s backstabbing, double-crossing succubus Soraiya saved Alaria at the last minute, but had only been able to retrieve her head.

      That was enough. Alaria’s soul held on. She was still alive.

      After Orlo’s death, we returned to his lab, where Soraiya claimed she could restore Alaria’s consciousness to her flesh-and-blood body. Soraiya had even sworn a supposedly unbreakable Oath of the Seven Hells that she would do it.

      She had failed.

      Maybe intentionally.

      Now I stood there in Orlo’s lab, looking at the ruined face of the love of my life.

      Black smoke poured from the empty eye sockets of her charred metal face, her mouth open in a silent scream.

      At first I couldn’t believe she was gone.

      I kept looking over at her crimson body just ten feet away, expecting any second for it to sit up. For her face to light up in laughter. For her to get down off that table and run over and passionately kiss me.

      Instead, she just lay there on the slab, motionless.

      Dead.

      To think I hadn’t wanted anyone to call the table a ‘slab’ because it sounded too much like she was in a morgue.

      I’d foreshadowed her death myself without knowing it.

      Maybe I’d even jinxed her.

      I wished I’d died instead of her.

      I wanted to die.

      It certainly felt like I was going to any second.

      I touched Alaria’s face – her scorched metal cheek – and burst into tears.

      In my grief, all I could think of was, She was in agony! She died in pain, screaming my name!

      I was vaguely aware of my imp Stig just a few feet away, a shell-shocked look on his face.

      Grung – the demon we had befriended when his soul was trapped inside a war machine – stood nearby, his hands covering his mouth in horror.

      I intentionally ignored them. Blocked them out. I could see the proof of her death written on their faces, and what I didn’t want was proof.

      I didn’t want to believe it. I kept looking over at her real body, praying for it all to be okay. I indulged in magical thinking, insisting it was all a mistake, hoping that any second she would come back to me.

      But if the evidence of my eyes wasn’t enough, the computer window that had appeared certainly was.

      

      YOUR SUCCUBUS ALARIA HAS PERMANENTLY DIED.

      DO YOU WISH TO SUMMON ANOTHER?

      

      Not ‘died’ like in a videogame, where you have endless lives and can resurrect an infinite number of times.

      ‘Died’ like real life. Where you never come back, and there’s a hole in the hearts of everyone who loved you.

      I didn’t understand. None of this made any sense.

      Soraiya had said –

      SORAIYA.

      I turned around, my face twisted into a mask of hatred.

      The plum-colored succubus looked absolutely panicked.

      She was also retreating step by quiet step.

      As soon as she saw the look on my face, she began babbling, “I didn’t do anything, I swear to Goddess – it just happened, it was an accident – ”

      “LIAR!” I roared as I cast Soul Suck at her, blue lightning blasting through the air into her chest. “YOU KILLED HER!”

      “Stop!” she screamed as the spell jolted through her. “I didn’t, you know I didn’t, I took the Oath!”

      “AND YOU BROKE IT!”

      As soon as Soul Suck finished, I hit her with Darkfire. Black tongues of flame raced over her purple skin, and she grimaced in pain.

      “I can’t break the Oath – you know that!” Soraiya shrieked. “It’s not possible!”

      “Like it’s not possible to attack your own master?!” I sneered. “Not possible like that?!”

      During the fight at the volcano, Soraiya had conspired with Shyvock and betrayed her master by slamming three explosive arrows into Orlo’s back. More than anything, that single act of treachery had sealed the gnome’s doom.

      Sort of like letting her near the laboratory controls had sealed Alaria’s.

      “Orlo never explicitly forbade me to attack him!” she yelled as one of my Darkbolts slammed her against the wall. “He thought I was too timid, too weak to oppose him!”

      “Like I thought I could trust you with Alaria’s life?!”

      “I saved her at the volcano! Why would I kill her?!”

      “MAYBE JUST TO TWIST THE FUCKING KNIFE, YOU LYING BITCH!”

      I cast spell after spell at her. Darkbolt, Doomsday, Unholy Quartet –

      The problem was, she was still a Level 90 demon. Even after Orlo’s death, she had maintained her ranking – and she had Level 90 hit points to match. Though nowhere near as powerful or invulnerable as her dead master, she was more than strong enough to weather my little Level 25 attacks.

      But she wasn’t fighting back.

      Which was odd.

      “I swear to you, I didn’t do anything!” she shrieked. “Stop it!”

      I ignored her and cast Hellstorm. A swarm of tiny, black-winged demons appeared like bats and rained down flaming sulfur on her, searing her skin, leaving her face and arms pockmarked with ugly burns.

      I guess that was the last straw. If you’re going to mess with a succubus, the one thing you do not want to do is fuck with her appearance.

      “TO HELL WITH YOU!” she screamed, and launched a fireball at me.

      It slammed into my shoulder and knocked me backwards. The flames scorched my clothes and blistered my skin – but I didn’t give a damn.

      I was going to kill that bitch no matter how much damage she inflicted.

      Unfortunately, she could inflict a lot.

      She thrust out her arm, and a burning whip made of fire materialized in her hand. She CRACKED it in the air, and I felt the end lash my cheek like a red-hot razor blade.

      Two inches higher and it would have put out my eye.

      Like Alaria’s eyes – gone, just sockets pouring out smoke –

      I screamed – not in pain, but in fury – and hit her with Soul Suck again.

      “Stig, get her!” I screamed.

      My imp’s terrified face lit up in the blue light of my spell. “Boss, I think she’s telling the truth – ”

      “KILL HER!”

      He had no collar on him to compel him to act, but he did. Out of personal loyalty to me. Although I could see from his face that his heart wasn’t in it.

      Because I was being attacked, it was like he was, too – and so his Teleportation ability kicked in.

      He disappeared in a cloud of black smoke and reappeared right next to Soraiya’s face.

      Stig threw a fireball that exploded across her cheek.

      “AAAAAAAGH!” she screamed.

      She swiped at him with claw-like fingers, but missed as he disappeared in a burst of smoke.

      Again and again he appeared around her, peppering her with fireballs, all as I hit her with my spells.

      Then Soraiya’s whip evaporated into sparks, and she summoned a flaming pitchfork.

      She spun it around like a kung fu master with a six-foot staff, whirling it in a pinwheel through the air, angling it here and there at random.

      Stig teleported right next to her –

      And she smacked him square in the face with the staff, sending him slamming into the nearest wall.

      Then she turned towards me.

      I could see the hatred in her eyes. I knew she was going to rush me and stab me with her pitchfork, so I steeled myself for her attack –

      Instead, she ran.

      Behind her was the secret passageway that Orlo had escaped through days before. It had initially been covered with a movable panel of electrical readouts, but Alaria in her robot form had ripped it apart so we could give chase.

      That was the dark passageway that Soraiya slipped into, running as fast as she could.

      “NO!” I screamed in anger, and cast Soul Suck – but within seconds she was out of my spellcasting range. The blue lightning petered out as the light of her pitchfork was swallowed by the darkness.

      FUCK her.

      You can run, bitch, but you can’t hide.

      I started after her –

      When Grung leapt into my path.

      “Stop!” he cried out plaintively, his arms held up in the air.

      “Get out of my way, Grung!”

      The purple demon fell to his knees. “I do not think she killed Alaria!”

      “I don’t CARE what you think!” I shouted as I threw him aside and started for the passageway. “Come on, Stig!”

      “…no.”

      I looked around in surprise.

      My imp was squatting on the ground with a sad expression on his face.

      “What do you mean, ‘no’?!” I thundered.

      “I don’t think she killed her, boss.”

      “YOU’RE WRONG!” I screamed. “YOU’RE BOTH WRONG! NOW COME ON!”

      “…no.”

      I scowled at Stig with almost as much hatred as I felt for Soraiya. “Well then FUCK YOU!”

      He just flinched and cowered under my wrath.

      I turned back to the passageway.

      I could maybe catch up with Soraiya in the tunnels, but it would be close. And if she made it to the hangar and then the outside world, she could take flight and I would never see her again.

      Since my imp was worthless, what I needed was some backup.

      Some backup that could fly.

      The computer window still hovered in my field of view:

      

      YOUR SUCCUBUS ALARIA HAS PERMANENTLY DIED.

      DO YOU WISH TO SUMMON ANOTHER?

      ACCEPT/DECLINE

      

      I jabbed the ‘Accept’ button impatiently.

      That window was immediately replaced with a second one.

      

      CHOOSE ONE OF THE FOLLOWING OPTIONS:

      
        	SELECT THE SUCCUBUS ALREADY BOUND TO YOU

        	SELECT FROM A LIST

        	RANDOM SELECTION

      

      

      What?!

      What succubus already bound to –

      My eyes widened in shock.

      Holy shit.

      An evil smile crept across my face.

      I had freed Soraiya from Orlo’s collar after his death. Her icon had appeared on my Action Bar, just like every other demon I had freed aboard the pirate ship Revenge.

      Because I had freed her, she was now ‘bound’ to me, though she wasn’t my slave.

      Although apparently that was something I could change.

      I selected ‘A.’

      Suddenly shadows in the room lifted into the air like smoke and began to spin around, coalescing into a circular shape. Dark purple sparks crackled along its surface. There was a flash of black light, and an object fell to the ground. Wisps of smoke wafted up from its surface and into the air.

      I stepped closer to it to confirm what it was, though I already knew.

      A collar.

      A black leather collar with a tiny silver demon’s face dangling from the front like a pendant.

      Savage, murderous joy filling my heart.

      SOMEBODY’S going to pay.

      Another window appeared:

      

      BIND THE SUCCUBUS SORAIYA?

      ACCEPT / DECLINE

      

      I greedily hit ‘Accept.’

      Normally I would have had to pull out my Warlock grimoire and read an incantation to create the collar and summon a demon. I guessed when you were redoing a summoning you’d already completed, you didn’t have to go through the theatrics.

      A distant voice screamed inside the secret passageway. It was faint at first, but it was getting closer and closer.

      “…no… please, Goddess no! No, I didn’t DO anything – please, STOP!”

      Shadows swirled out of the hole in the wall and carried Soraiya along with them like giant talons. The darkness slammed her down onto her knees in front of me, lifted the collar up in the air, unlatched it – and guided it to her neck.

      “NO, PLEASE, NOOOO!” she screamed, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      No matter how much I hated her, it was hard to watch her terror as she lost her freedom.

      It was harder still to listen to her screams.

      But I did… and the agony of hearing them turned into a dull, sickening pleasure, like picking at an infected wound just to feel the pain.

      The collar latched around her neck like a small black python and lifted her a couple of inches into the air. Her knees were still on the ground, but now she was ramrod straight instead of slumped over.

      She clutched at the collar like it was choking her. Her eyes bulged out in terror.

      A jolt of purple electricity arced across the collar, and her whole body stiffened like she had been electrocuted.

      The numeral ‘90’ above her head suddenly began to roll back like a timer: 89, 88, 87, going faster and faster until it was a blur –

      And then slowed down at 35. It still kept decreasing, more and more slowly, 30, 29, 28… 27… 26…

      Until, like a roulette wheel, it finally settled on the number 25.

      I had enslaved her, and she had been reduced to my level of power.

      The collar stopped levitating, and she dropped onto all fours and crumpled into a heap at my feet.

      “…Goddess damn you…” she wept.

      I squatted down, grabbed her chin, and forced her to look up at me. Her yellow glowing eyes shimmered with tears.

      “Should’ve thought about that before you killed her,” I snarled.

      “I didn’t… I swear to the Seven Hells, I didn’t!”

      I smiled bitterly. “I don’t believe you. You better hope that after a couple of days of torturing you, I start to.”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks. She was just about to plead with me again when Stig spoke up.

      “Uh, boss… what’s that say?”

      I looked up to see him pointing at a screen amongst the panels of machinery.

      The readout was like some crappy monitor from the 1970’s, with pixelated green letters against a black background.

      

      DUNGEON CORE SOUL TRANSFER COMPLETE. 100% SUCCESS.

      

      I stared at it in confusion.

      Dungeon core?

      Transfer complete?

      And then I remembered…

      I had been tied up to a wooden plank at the volcano when Orlo had told me about his future plans.

      I’m using the proceeds to fund my next great venture… dungeon core crystals! I’ve discovered the secret to generating the crystals, which formerly only appeared by chance! I sold war golems simply to fund my dungeon core business!

      My eyes widened.

      Dungeon cores were a rarity in OtherWorld. Most dungeons were just structures, a series of chambers inhabited by monsters that you fought your way through to get gold and loot. They ‘rebooted’ every time a new party entered, and it was the same damn thing if you went back in again. The Tomb of Tharos in Exardus had been a regular dungeon, which was why it was so goddamn boring to run after the first couple of times. Nothing ever changed – it was always the same.

      But there were a few dungeons here and there that were supposedly sentient. They were controlled by a centralized intelligence that governed not only the dungeon’s design but everything that took place in it. The intelligence resided in a crystal, called a dungeon core.

      The mark of a dungeon-core dungeon was that it grew over time. It changed, expanded, added new levels and more monsters and threats. Players who had encountered one swore that it learned from your actions. The further you progressed, the more you would find that the awesome tactic you’d used just a couple of levels above was now utterly useless. The dungeon would learn to defend against it, and sometimes even turn your own tactics against you.

      In other words, dungeon-core dungeons evolved.

      Like a living thing.

      And at the center of every such dungeon was a crystal that directed everything that went on inside it.

      Orlo had never said how he generated the crystals… but from what little I knew, a crystal required a soul to make it a dungeon core.

      I read the screen again.

      DUNGEON CORE SOUL TRANSFER COMPLETE.

      Could it be…?

      COULD IT?

      I yanked Soraiya’s face around savagely and pointed at the screen. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know… it was one of Orlo’s projects…”

      “You said you’d seen him do the transfer dozens of times,” I snapped. “Are you sure you did exactly what he did?”

      She sniffled. “I mean, I did what I saw him do – ”

      “Was he specifically transferring souls back into physical bodies?”

      “He – he said he was transferring souls – ”

      “But into physical bodies, or into dungeon cores?”

      Her eyes widened, and she saw her chance to extract herself from this mess. “Maybe dungeon cores! Y-yes – yes, I think that was it!”

      “So you’re saying that Alaria’s soul might be locked inside a dungeon core crystal somewhere?” I asked, hope rising like a symphony’s crescendo.

      “Y-yes – yes, absolutely!” Soraiya cried out, her voice becoming more confident.

      I was sure she was lying. Not about the possibility; just about whether she knew without a doubt that it had happened.

      “Take me to wherever the dungeon core is, then.”

      She got a crafty look on her face. “Of course… after you free me. Then I’ll be happy to – ”

      I smiled nastily as I interrupted her. “You forget, I don’t have to bargain with you anymore. I COMMAND YOU, take me to wherever the dungeon core is.”

      Her collar glowed, and her smile turned to hatred. But she stood up.

      “I’ll kill you for this,” she whispered angrily.

      “Oh, and by the way – never, EVER attack me, or Stig, or Alaria’s body or soul, or any other demon in this lair. Got it?”

      She grumbled something under her breath.

      “I SAID, GOT IT?”

      “I understand… Master,” she sneered. I could hear the contempt and hatred in her voice.

      Then she turned and started back into the secret passageway – but this time she walked instead of ran.

      “Come on, guys,” I said to Stig and Grung. “Let’s go.”

      As they followed Soraiya into the tunnel, I turned back to Alaria’s flesh-and-blood body still lying on the table.

      I pressed my hand against her face.

      Still warm.

      I placed my palm on her chest.

      I could still feel a heartbeat, although it was weak.

      “Hang on, baby,” I whispered. “Just hang on.”

      And then I followed the demons into the tunnel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Stig, Grung, Soraiya, and I exited the hangar where the war golems had been housed and began to walk across the grassy plains.

      “So you knew about the dungeon cores?” I asked Soraiya.

      I could hear the slightest hesitation in her voice, and then she powered on through to absolute certainty. “Of course – Orlo talked about them all the – ”

      “Let me rephrase that,” I interrupted. “Tell me the truth about how much you knew about the dungeon cores.”

      The collar glowed faintly, and she glowered at me – but when she answered, I knew it wasn’t bullshit.

      “I knew he was up to something, but I didn’t know what. Orlo wouldn’t tell me what it was, and he never mentioned it by name.”

      “Then how do you know where to go? Tell the truth.”

      “Because this is where he always went after the experiments. You know, you don’t have to keep commanding me,” she snapped.

      “Really. How about this – I command you to tell me the truth whenever I ask you a question for as long as you wear that collar. Now I won’t have to keep asking you.”

      Her collar glowed again.

      “You’re an idiot and an asshole. How’s that for the truth?” she snarled.

      “I didn’t ask you a question. Now take me to wherever we’re going.”

      “Why don’t you ask me to tell you the truth about whether I meant to hurt Alaria?” she challenged me.

      I hesitated.

      Part of me didn’t want to give up being 100% sure.

      Because if I was wrong, then everything I’d done back in the laboratory had been assholish in the extreme, and I couldn’t hide behind Soraiya’s supposed wrongdoing as an excuse.

      But in the end, I wanted to know the truth more than I wanted to keep up the illusion that I was still a good person, despite what I’d done.

      “…tell me the truth about whether you meant to hurt or kill Alaria back there.”

      Her collar glowed. “I wasn’t trying to kill her. I was honestly trying to transfer her soul back into her body.”

      My stomach twisted into knots.

      She looked at me hatefully. “How’s that for the truth, Master?”

      I grappled with my conscience for a second, feeling bad about myself –

      And then I thought, Maybe ask a few more questions.

      “If you could have gotten out of your Oath to help us out, would you have? Yes or no.”

      She swallowed hard. “…yes.”

      “Were you trying to figure out how to get out of your oath?”

      She looked sick. “Y-yes.”

      I was getting angrier and more self-righteous with every answer she gave.

      “Were you sad when she died?”

      Soraiya’s leering hatred disappeared, and she looked nervous. “No, but I – ”

      “Were you secretly GLAD when she died?”

      She looked sick. “…a little bit, but – ”

      “You were GLAD?! Yes or no!”

      Her plum-colored skin became paler by the second. “Y-yes.”

      Now I was furious again – murderously furious. “What EXACTLY did you feel when you knew she was dead?”

      “Scared!” she cried out. “Terrified!”

      I stopped, surprised by the answer. “Why?”

      “Because I thought you were going to torture me!” she said, and broke into sobs. “You’re just like Orlo!”

      All the muscles in my face froze. I felt sick to my stomach.

      “No I’m not!”

      “You talk all the time about how wonderful you are, how much you free demons – but who’s wearing a collar right now?! Who threatened to torture me for days until you believed me?! Who – ”

      “SHUT UP!” I roared.

      The collar glowed, and she stopped speaking.

      I stood there feeling both ashamed of my behavior and furious at her for calling me out. I looked over at Stig for confirmation that I was in the right, but he just stared at the grass and wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Take me to the dungeon core,” I said quietly, and Soraiya began walking again in silence.

      Once we got about 300 yards away from the hangar, she stopped.

      “Is this it?” I asked.

      “It’s somewhere out here,” she said sullenly.

      “‘Somewhere’? You don’t know where?”

      “Not exactly. All I know is that he used to go out in that field after every experiment,” she said, pointing at what looked like just another expanse of tall grass.

      “What happened to the other… ‘experiments’?” I asked uneasily.

      “I have no idea. I just know that he came out here after he did things in the lab, and I never found out anything else.”

      “What am I looking for?”

      “A small cave in the ground.”

      I gazed out at the field. I thought about ordering her to help me search, but part of me was worried that she might try to sabotage whatever I might find.

      And another part of me was disgusted by how I’d acted, and didn’t want to look at her anymore.

      “Stay here,” I ordered her, “and don’t move from this spot until I tell you to.”

      “Even if you’re attacked?” she asked coldly.

      I thought about that.

      I’d seen her stab three explosive arrows in Orlo’s back. I was sure she could find some way to justify doing something similar to me.

      “No, don’t come even if I’m attacked.”

      “What if you die?” she sneered.

      “Then I guess you’re going to be standing here a long fucking time. Grung, Stig – let’s go.”

      We left her there alone and started sweeping the field, spread out in a row like a search party looking for a body.

      In a way, I guess, we were.

      After ten minutes of looking, Stig called out, “Boss, I found somethin’.”

      I walked over to where he was standing. Sure enough, under the knee-high grass (or Stig-tall if you were using him as your unit of measurement) there was a three-foot-diameter hole in the dirt that was mostly camouflaged by the undergrowth around it.

      “I’ll go in first,” I said, and pulled a torch out of my bag. “Light this for me.”

      As Stig summoned a fireball in the palm of his hand, I realized I had forgotten to say something.

      “Please,” I added.

      Stig nodded, and touched the fireball to the torch.

      With a source of light in hand, I sat down on the edge of the hole and lowered myself inside.
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      Once my feet touched solid ground, I lifted my torch and had a look around.

      It wasn’t a normal cave. At least not like Orlo’s lair, with its passageways carved out of rock. This was a dank underground space carved out of dirt, and not much more.

      I shone the light around me. The room was more or less rectangular. It appeared to be very recently dug. There was a rich, earthy smell and a dampness in the air. I guess it could have been some sort of animal’s underground den. It was big enough for a bear, but there were no bones or anything else that a bear would have left behind.

      There was, however, something else.

      It was a green, translucent blob, maybe twelve inches tall, that oozed along the dirt floor towards me. Pseudopod-like appendages strained from its surface like an overgrown amoeba, only to collapse back into its body.

      Jesus – is that what I think it is?

      I selected the ugly little monstrosity and confirmed my suspicions.

      Slime mold – Level 1

      Slime molds were pretty much what the name implied: creatures made of slime that looked like somebody had popped them out of a Lovecraftian Jell-O mold. (Yes, I know that ‘mold’ has a different meaning here, but whatever – Lovecraftian Jell-O mold fits to a ‘t.’) They were disgusting monsters that would attack living creatures, encase them in their gooey bodies, and slowly digest them. It wasn’t uncommon to see bigger slime molds with entire skeletons encased in rusty armor inside their gelatinous bodies.

      Though this one looked relatively harmless, slime molds quickly got more dangerous as they leveled up. Besides an increase in size, speed, and strength, they could also develop powers: acid attacks, the ability to ‘throw’ goopy spores at enemies, even mimicry. I’d heard of some pretty convincing humanoid shapes made out of color-shifting slime-molds. I’d also heard some nasty stories of them crawling up onto ceilings, lying in wait, and then dropping down on the first hapless player to walk beneath them.

      Though you’d occasionally see them aboveground, they tended to frequent caves and underground caverns. In fact, there were entire dungeons built around slime molds –

      THAT’S IT! I realized. This is –

      Well, it MIGHT be what I’m looking for…

      It was definitely a slime mold dungeon, that much was true. Although it was probably the saddest ‘dungeon’ I think I’d ever seen in my life.

      Was it Alaria’s dungeon, though?

      If she’d had a choice, I didn’t see her wanting to have anything to do with slime molds.

      Then again, I wasn’t even sure if she really was a dungeon core. Hell, I wasn’t sure of anything at the moment.

      The slime mold sssslurped and glurrrrpped its way over to my foot and latched on like a repugnant toddler from another dimension.

      I tried kicking it off, but it hung onto my boot like a glob of green jelly. Or, worse (and more accurately), a snot loogie hawked up out of a giant’s throat.

      ‘-1’ floated up through the air, and my Health fell by one.

      When you’ve got 1800+ hit points, one is not a big deal – but still.

      “You little bastard,” I muttered.

      I stomped hard, but he hung on. And he was slowly crawling up my boot.

      So I hit him with Darkfire.

      The spell usually lasted six seconds – but after one second, the slime mold burst like an overstuffed pimple, splattering green gobbets all over the floor of the cave.

      I winced. “Gross…”

      ‘3 XP’ floated up through the air.

      Wow.

      I would have gotten more Experience Points from picking my nose.

      “You okay down there, boss?” Stig’s voice asked from above.

      I didn’t think I was in any danger from this dungeon’s slime molds – not unless the place suddenly filled up with them like a swimming pool full of lime-green Jell-O.

      “I’m fine,” I called out. “Stay up there until I need you.”

      I continued my search. At the far end of the cave was another hole, sort of like a doorway. Beyond that was more darkness that my torchlight couldn’t penetrate from where I stood.

      Caution got the better of me – after all, I had no idea what lay in the next room. Maybe a whole horde of nasty, undulating mucus blobs.

      I was just about to call out to Stig when I saw something out of the corner of my eye – a flash of golden light.

      I looked around quickly but saw nothing.

      Had I imagined it?

      Suddenly a small, sharp pain zapped my ass. It felt like a spark of static electricity.

      “Ow!” I exclaimed, and turned around as fast as I could.

      A blur of light trailing golden dust flew out from behind me and zipped through the air.

      So I hadn’t imagined it!

      I selected the tiny object, because it was too damn fast to see what it was.

      Fairy – Level 1

      Huh.

      Fairies were a somewhat rare sight in OtherWorld. They weren’t a playable Class, so they were always NPCs. Usually they were employed as pretty background imagery in forests and nothing more, though I’d heard of adventures where players encountered them on quests like Gulliver and the Lilliputians, getting tied down with golden threads and whatnot.

      Fairies belonged to a family of creatures that included pixies, sprites, and brownies. I knew nothing about the differences between them, other than fairies and pixies could fly, and brownies and sprites couldn’t.

      Level 1 – that explained why its attack hadn’t been more powerful. Not that it was painless, mind you. Just more annoying than anything else.

      I checked my hit points and noted with amusement that I had lost another hit point. Or less than 0.1% of my Health.

      Jesus – between the fairies and slime molds, I don’t know if I’m going to get out of here alive.

      That was sarcasm.

      Now I knew how Orlo and Saykir must have felt when I hit them with my paltry spells.

      Well… hopefully mine had been a little more painful than a static electricity pop.

      The blur of golden light swooshed back and forth like a hummingbird, if hummingbirds glowed and gave off faint trails of pixie dust.

      I could have killed it with a single Darkbolt – actually, I would have annihilated it – but I didn’t really want to. I’d had my fill of inflicting cruelty for the day.

      “Hold on,” I said, “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Mustn’t hurt Mistress!” a tiny little voice said. It was high-pitched and feminine, innocent and naïve-sounding, breathy and unexpectedly sexy – sort of like a two-inch-tall Marilyn Monroe. “Big Thing must leave, now!”

      “‘Mistress’? Is that your name?”

      “No, I is Wylla!”

      “You’re a fairy?”

      “I is – a dungeon fairy!” the tiny voice said with immense pride.

      I had no idea what a ‘dungeon fairy’ was, though I assumed it was just a fairy that hung out in dungeons. God knows why.

      “Stay still for a second.”

      “Why?” the voice asked distrustfully.

      “I want to see you, and I can’t if you keep moving so fast.”

      “You not hurt Wylla?”

      “No, I don’t want to hurt anybody.”

      You know, except for a succubus you were CERTAIN killed Alaria, a bitchy little voice in my head said, but I shut it up and pushed it down deep inside me.

      The fairy hovered in place for a few seconds. In the darkness I could see a small, feminine shape maybe two inches tall, with what I assumed were wings beating so fast that they looked more like a glowing blur. If she’d been about 30 times bigger, she would have been a real hottie – a Tinkerbell lookalike in a mini-dress apparently sewn out of a leaf.

      Wylla might have been only two inches tall, but she was sassy. “Big Thing looked – now Big Thing must go!”

      “Look, my name is Ian, and – ”

      “No, Mistress, we mustn’t! You is too weak!” the little voice whispered, as though it were trying to have a conversation with some unseen presence in the room. “I know you think Big Thing is your special friend, but – ”

      Special friend?!

      “ALARIA?!” I called out in a panic, and darted through the black doorway. “Alaria, are you back here?!”

      “No, Big Thing mustn’t go back there!” the fairy cried out, and darted back and forth in front of me like an incredibly large, annoying gnat.

      I swatted her away, stepped into the next room –

      And froze, totally transfixed.

      This room was like the other – rectangular and carved completely out of dirt. But in the corner sat a beautiful pink crystal less than two inches long. At least, that’s how much was poking up out of the dirt. The crystal was maybe half an inch in diameter, and the smooth planes of its surface came to a pointed tip.

      The crystal glowed and pulsed slightly, casting a tiny light show on the dirt around it like a child’s rotating nightlight.

      “…Alaria?” I whispered hoarsely.

      There was no reply.

      Not from the crystal, anyway, although the fairy kept on chattering.

      Not necessarily at me, though.

      “No, Mistress, I mustn’t tell the Big Thing! No, you cannot trust it! I doesn’t care if you knew it from your previous life!”

      “Tell me what?!” I demanded.

      “Nothing, Big Thing, nothing!” the fairy squeaked. “Leave now! Go!”

      Fuck this.

      I didn’t have time for this nonsense. If Alaria was really trapped inside that crystal, then I had to get it back to the laboratory now and figure out a way to transfer her soul back into her body.

      I knelt down in the dirt and reached out my fingers for the crystal –

      “Nooooo!” cried the golden hummingbird.

      As soon as my fingers touched the crystal, though, its glassy surface vibrated against my skin – and I heard a voice.

      - Ian?!

      It was Alaria, but I didn’t hear her with my ears. Her voice was in my mind, like I was imagining it – but I wasn’t. I knew I could hear her.

      “Alaria?!” I cried out, almost on the verge of tears. “Can you hear me?!”

      - Yes! Yes, I can – oh my Goddess, so you can hear ME, too?!

      I pulled my fingers away from the crystal to wipe the tears from my eyes – and I laughed with joy. “Yes, I can hear you! Oh babe, I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      …nothing.

      No Alaria.

      What the FUCK?!

      I grabbed the crystal again in a panic, pulling it out of the soil. Once its base was exposed, I could see it was about three inches long in total.

      “ALARIA?!”

      The crystal vibrated again against my skin, almost like it was buzzing with excitement.

      - I’m here, I’m here! she cried out. Why couldn’t you hear me?!

      “I think I have to touch your crystal to hear your voice.”

      - My what?!

      I stared at the pink stone. “You… do realize you’re inside a crystal, right?”

      There was a short silence.

      Just as I was about to prompt her again, I heard her voice loud and clear in my head.

      - I’m WHAT?!

      Just then I felt a tiny but painful zap! on my earlobe.

      “Ow!” I yelled, and grabbed my ear like I’d just been bitten by a horsefly.

      “You put Mistress down!” the little voice buzzed indignantly in my ear.

      - Wylla, STOP that! Alaria yelled. Leave him alone!

      I looked over to see the little shining creature hovering level with my head. At this distance I could see her perfectly: bare shoulders and arms, the swell of the top of her breasts above her leaf dress, pretty face, slim waist, shapely legs, bare feet, and a knot of blonde hair piled messily atop her head.

      Extremely doable – if you were two inches tall, that is.

      “But Mistress, Big Thing could hurt you!” the fairy protested.

      Wait – how the hell could the fairy hear her without touching the crystal?!

      I forgot all that with Alaria’s next words:

      - He’s not going to hurt me – he’s my boyfriend!

      A huge grin spread across my face. “I’m your boyfriend?”

      - Not THIS again, Alaria said in exasperation. Can we NOT talk about this right now and focus on my being a Goddess-damned crystal instead?

      “Yeah – yeah, sure, right.”

      “‘Boy… friend’?” Wylla asked hesitantly. “What is a ‘boyfriend’?”

      - It means we have sex! Now go away!

      The fairy looked at me in horror. “You make babies with Big Thing?”

      - NO! I mean, yes, we do what you need to DO to make babies, but there aren’t any babies being created!

      “No babies,” I confirmed hurriedly. Not only did I not want kids right now – digital or otherwise – I also remembered Alaria’s horrified reaction to Dorp’s illusion of her with a couple of screaming demon infants.

      “Oh,” the fairy said, mystified, and looked me up and down. “Where does the Big Thing stick you in, then?”

      “What?!” I yelped.

      “When big things make babies, don’t they stick it in?”

      To illustrate, Wylla held up her arm, started her other hand at her fist, and then slid it down hard and fast to her elbow, where it hit her skin with a FWAP! sound.

      It was like a miniature New Yorker pumping her arm in a cutesy little Fuck you, buddy!

      “And you have no place to stick it in, Mistress, so does Big Thing stick YOU in HIM?”

      “NO!” I cried out, horrified.

      Alaria burst out laughing.

      - Bwahahaha – oh, Ian, I could be your very own crystal butt plug!

      “What is a butt plug?” the fairy asked innocently.

      “Stop that!” I yelled. “Stop asking questions!”

      The fairy cocked her head and looked at me. “Where does the butt plug go in Big Thing?”

      “GO AWAY!” I yelled, and shooed the fairy off with my hand, though she just darted around like a hummingbird. “GO!”

      Alaria couldn’t stop laughing.

      - Bwahahahaha!

      “Alaria, tell her to get out of here!”

      - Hahahaha – oh my – go on, Wylla. If I need you, I’ll call for you.

      “But Mistress – ”

      - I SAID go ON. I’ll talk to you later.

      “Yes, Mistress,” the fairy said grumpily, and zipped out of the room.

      Then Alaria laughed some more. I could almost imagine her wiping tears from her eyes.

      - Hahaha – ohhhhh Goddess, I needed that…

      “What the hell was all that about?” I asked, bewildered.

      - The next thing we’ll have to do in bed.

      “NO,” I snapped. “I meant, what’s with the fairy?”

      - Oh, her. When I woke up, she showed up just a few seconds later. Said she was a dungeon fairy and started blabbing on about mana and life force and elemental powers and Goddess knows what.

      “She’s your onboarding device,” I realized.

      - My what?

      My guess was that the fairy had been telling Alaria all the technical details she had to know about becoming a dungeon core. Wylla had essentially been Alaria’s ‘manual’ for figuring out her powers in her new form.

      I didn’t particularly want to have to explain ‘onboarding’ to Alaria, so I used an example she was more familiar with.

      “She’s your imp, I mean.”

      - What?! She’s a fairy, not an imp!

      “I just mean that I got Stig when I first became a Warlock. She must be like that – a helper you get when you become a dungeon core.”

      - Well, she’s the most ANNOYING helper imaginable. Kind of hot, though.

      “Yeah, I’d hit that,” I agreed absentmindedly.

      - Why in Goddess’ name would you HIT her?! Alaria snapped.

      “No, no – it’s an expression.”

      - Oh, wonderful, another EXPRESSION, she said sarcastically.

      She and Stig were not that fond of my ‘expressions,’ since I was often very bad at explaining them.

      “‘I’d hit that’ means ‘I’d have sex with that person.’”

      “That’s what she said,” a voice croaked behind me.

      I whipped around to see Stig standing in the doorway.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised.

      “I heard screaming,” Stig said, then swatted the air as a golden streak flew past his head. “There’s some kinda bug in here, boss.”

      “Leave, Small Big Thing!” Wylla’s voice squeaked.

      “It’s not a bug, it’s a fairy,” I explained.

      “Even worse,” Stig grumbled as he swatted the air again.

      - Wylla, leave the imp alone, Alaria sighed.

      “Why, is the Small Big Thing the BIG Big Thing’s butt plug, too?” Wylla asked.

      “NO!” I yelled.

      “What’s a butt plug?” Stig asked.

      Alaria burst out laughing again.

      - BWA-hahahahaha!

      “ALL OF YOU, LEAVE!” I yelled. “I’m talking to Alaria!”

      Stig glanced around the dirt room, then looked at me in concern. “Uh… you okay, boss?”

      “She’s right here!” I yelled as I held up the crystal.

      “Uhhhhh… o-kaaaaay…” Stig said, like he was slightly alarmed to be in such close proximity to a crazy person.

      “Can’t you hear her laughing?” I asked, then looked at the crystal. “By the way, it wasn’t that funny.”

      - Hahahahaha – oh, but it WAS – I just keep picturing Stig stuck up your ass with his head poking out – hahahaha –

      “UGH, gross!” I yelled.

      Stig’s brow furrowed. “Um… maybe you should come back up with me, boss…”

      “You can’t hear her?”

      “…hear who, boss?”

      “Alaria!”

      “Um… no… I don’t hear her…”

      - You know, YOU couldn’t hear me, either, when you weren’t touching me, Alaria pointed out.

      “That’s right!” I said, then held out my hand to Stig. “Here, touch the crystal and you’ll hear her!”

      Stig immediately backed up and put his hands out like No, I’m good.

      “That’s okay, boss.”

      “No, really – you can touch it!” Then I realized what I’d said and snickered. “That’s what she said…”

      Stig was really weirded out now.

      “I’m gonna go back up, boss… seeya,” he said, and scampered into the other room and up the tunnel, out of sight.

      - Well, you’ve succeeded in freaking out your imp, Alaria said cheerfully.

      “I guess he must think I’m crazy…”

      - Speaking of crazy, what the hell is going on?!

      “You mean with you being a crystal?”

      - No, I mean with the delightful dirt accommodations I have now. YES I mean with me being a crystal!

      “What do you remember last?”

      She paused. When she spoke, it was haltingly.

      - I remember being in that crystal chamber… and there was this awful noise… then pain… Goddess, SO much pain… and then suddenly everything went black. When I woke up, here I was, and that damn fairy appeared and started yammering at me.

      “What about the slime mold?”

      - The what? Oh, THAT thing. Alaria sighed. That was my first, not-so-wonderful attempt at being a dungeon.

      “You chose to be a slime dungeon?”

      - NO, I didn’t CHOOSE ANYTHING – including this Goddess-damned crystal! The slime mold’s just what popped out when I followed what the damn fairy said!

      “Okay, okay,” I said, trying to calm her down.

      - How the hell did this happen?

      I told her what Orlo had told me at the volcano about his new business venture, the words I had read on the monitor in his lab, and how Soraiya had led me to this field where Orlo’s other ‘experiments’ had been created.

      - That fucking gnome, she griped. STILL screwing me over from beyond the grave. And Soraiya – I want you to KILL that little –

      “Actually, she didn’t mean to do this to you.”

      - Uh-huh, Alaria said, clearly not believing me. And how would you know THAT.

      “Because I enslaved her and forced her to tell me the truth.”

      There was a moment’s pause.

      “Alaria?”

      - You ENSLAVED her? Alaria asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah.”

      I could hear her voice quiver with emotion.

      - B-but… she’s another succubus, and you can only have one! You could only enslave her if I’m really, truly…

      She trailed off.

      Both of us were silent.

      Neither of us wanted to say the word:

      ‘Dead.’

      “Well, obviously you’re still here,” I said, trying to put the best spin on it I could, “because I’m talking to you. And there’s got to be a way to get your soul back in your body.”

      - How do you know that? she whispered. I could tell she was trying to hold it together and coming perilously close to failing.

      “Because there has to be.”

      I realized that was no kind of answer, but hope was all I had right now, and there was no way I was going to throw it away.

      Besides, I could tell Alaria was on the verge of despair.

      I had to do the hoping for both of us now.

      It appeared she didn’t want to dwell on the topic, though, because she said, - So… you actually enslaved Soraiya?

      “Yeah.”

      - That doesn’t sound like you.

      I thought back to the rage coursing through me in the laboratory – the base, primal need to hurt the plum-colored succubus.

      Although I wasn’t proud of that moment, I’d felt an immense power that was hard to deny.

      “I… wasn’t exactly myself when I did it.”

      - Sounds kind of… dark for you.

      “It was,” I admitted.

      - So she DIDN’T intentionally fuck me over?

      “No.”

      - Huh… THAT’S a first.

      “She saved you at the volcano,” I pointed out.

      - I know, I know – but probably just to stay in your good graces so you’d free her. Alaria laughed snarkily. THAT turned out really well for her.

      I wanted to get away from this topic, so I asked, “What’s it like? Being a dungeon core, I mean.”

      - It’s a fucking pain in the ass is what it is.

      I smiled. That was my Alaria, all right.

      “I can’t hear you unless I’m touching you – is it the same for you?”

      - No, I can hear you no matter what.

      “Even when I’m not touching you?”

      - Yes. I can hear everyone and everything.

      “How can the fairy hear you without touching you, though?”

      - I don’t know. She said something about being ‘bound’ to me, so maybe that’s why.

      “Holy shit,” I laughed. “She’s bound to you? You’re like a Warlock now.”

      - Don’t even JOKE about that.

      “Can you see me?”

      - No, not really, but… I don’t know how to explain this, exactly, but I can… FEEL you.

      “I can feel you, too. You vibrate sometimes, like when you sound excited.”

      - I do?

      “Yep.”

      - Interesting… but when I say I can ‘feel’ you, I don’t mean just when you touch me. When you walked in the cave, I KNEW it was you, I just couldn’t SEE you. But I could feel your… soul, I think? If that makes any sense.

      “Interesting,” I murmured. “What do I ‘feel’ like?”

      - Well, I can tell that you’re a lot bigger than me. In fact, you’re huge.

      “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you say that,” I joked.

      There was a note of amusement in her voice.

      - And probably the last. Look, can we do whatever we need to do to get me out of this damn rock? I’m getting REALLY tired of switching bodies, and I’d like to make this the last time.

      “Yes,” I said as I stood up. “Let’s go.”

      - Ian?

      “Yes?”

      - I know I’m a crystal now, but… would you still hit me if you could?

      “HIT you?!” I yelped.

      Then I realized what she was talking about.

      “The expression is ‘hit that.’ You don’t say you would hit someone, you say, ‘I’d hit that.’ Like you’re talking about their ass or… you know.”

      - Uh-huh… so, would you still ‘hit that’ with me?

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to lie, but now wasn’t exactly the time for 100% honesty. “Um… if I could with a crystal, yes.”

      “I’d hit that,” a voice croaked from the next room over.

      I looked around the corner to see Stig hanging upside-down from the cave entrance.

      “No,” I barked at him, “stop that.”

      “That’s what she said,” the imp said.

      “NO, that’s not the way you use it!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “STOP! Just – get out of the hole!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “STIG – ”

      The imp’s head pulled back up through the tunnel and he disappeared.

      “Mrm,” I growled.

      - So you’d ‘hit that’ with me?

      “Yes.”

      - What if I have to stay a crystal forever? Would you still ‘hit that’ with me?

      “Don’t talk like that. We’re going to get you switched back.”

      - But if we don’t… would you still ‘hit that’ with me?

      I could hear the tremulous note in her voice.

      I couldn’t tell her ‘no’ – not right now.

      “…yes. Yes, I would.”

      - Even if that meant sticking me up your ass?

      I squinted.

      Something about her voice had changed the slightest bit.

      - Even if that meant using me as a butt plug?

      “You’re not upset!” I cried out.

      She started laughing.

      - Hahahaha – yes I am – oh, I’m SO upset – I need you to comfort me! Stick me up right up there, Ian –

      “You’re just fucking with me!” I said angrily.

      - Not yet, I’m not!

      “We are DEFINITELY getting you changed back into your body.”

      - Hahahaha – oh, come on! she pleaded and laughed at the same time. You’ve been up MY ass!

      “You are NEVER going up my ass!” I snarled.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig’s disembodied voice floated down from the cave entrance.

      I couldn’t exactly fault him for that one.

      As I was about to climb up out of the cave, another tiny, feminine voice joined in. “Should I go up the Big Thing’s ass, Mistress?”

      - Oh, yes, Wylla – go right on up there! Alaria howled with laughter.

      “NO!” I yelled, swatting at the golden shape whirring around me. “Alaria, tell her you’re joking!”

      “Just tell me where his ass IS, Mistress, and I’ll go right up it!” Wylla cried out.

      “NO, NO, NO, NO!” I yelled as I quickly hauled myself out of the cave.

      If crystals could piss themselves from laughing so much, I was pretty sure Alaria would have been drenched in pee by now.

      I stomped out of the field, swatting at the fairy as Stig and Grung followed along behind me.

      “GET AWAY FROM MY ASS!” I yelled at Wylla.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig added.

      - Wylla – oh, I can’t tell her to stop, it’s too funny! Alaria shrieked in merriment.

      Soraiya was up ahead, frozen in place right where I’d left her.

      Alaria’s mirth suddenly shut off.

      - Backstabbing bitch, she grunted. Serves her right to be a slave again.

      Of course, Soraiya couldn’t hear her, or her reaction might have been very different.

      “Did you find her?” the plum-colored succubus asked.

      “Yes,” I said, and held up the tiny crystal in one hand. At the same time, I swatted Wylla away from my backside with the other.

      “What’s with the fairy?” Soraiya asked.

      “Apparently they come standard with all dungeon cores.”

      “Why’s it trying to attack your ass?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Sounds like someone had an interesting time down there,” Soraiya smirked as I stomped past her.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig piped up.

      “All of you, SHUT UP and let’s go inside,” I growled as I headed for the hangar doors.
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      The first thing I did was convene every one of Orlo’s former demons in the laboratory. I’d just freed them, so I figured they owed me one.

      “Does anybody here know anything about Orlo making dungeon core crystals?” I asked.

      No, they all said.

      “Are any of you familiar with the equipment in here and what it does?”

      No, no.

      Most of them had had their minds locked inside war golem bodies for the last six months, and their flesh-and-blood bodies had been reduced to mindless automatons in the interim. They knew less than nothing about the lab.

      I looked over at Soraiya. “Tell me the truth – how much do you know about the functioning of all this machinery?”

      She glared at me, but the glowing collar around her neck forced her to respond. “Not much. I’ve seen Orlo click a series of buttons and pull a bunch of levers to get certain outcomes, but I have no real understanding of what he was doing.”

      “Shit…”

      None of the machinery’s control panels had labels of any kind. It was just hundreds upon hundreds of levers, buttons, switches, and dials.

      I could try my entire life to work the machinery and never figure it out.

      I tried anyway.

      The first button I pushed sent an arc of electricity coursing wildly through the room. It zapped five demons in the ass before I hastily shut it down.

      “OWWW!” they all screamed, and glared at me as they rubbed their behinds.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      Then I threw a switch that caused a ray-gun looking thing to drop down out of the ceiling on a mechanical arm. It began swiveling back and forth, beaming a tiny red laser sight across the demons’ foreheads.

      At the same time, the gun began to warm up with a vrr, Vrr, VRR sound.

      “Oh shit,” I hissed as I scrambled to reverse the switch.

      “RUN!” the demons all screamed. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing!”

      The gun cycled down and retracted into the ceiling, but the damage was done. The demons had all cleared out, and my crew were the only ones remaining.

      Stig cowered behind my legs like a frightened toddler, Grung was under the table that supported Alaria’s body, Wylla the fairy was hiding in a dark corner, and Soraiya opened her wings to fly away –

      “YOU stay HERE!” I yelled at her.

      The plum-colored succubus stared daggers at me, but folded her wings and remained where she was.

      I sank my head into my hands in despair. God only knows how long it would take to unravel this mechanical Gordian knot – and that was if the process could even be reversed.

      - Ian? Alaria’s voice sounded in my mind.

      “Yes?” I murmured.

      - I don’t think this is going to work.

      “No, no, we’ll make it work,” I said, taking my hands away from my face and forcing myself to be chipper and upbeat. “It’s just a matter of time until we figure everything out.”

      - There might be another way.

      “What other way?”

      - We could go talk to one of my old masters. He might be able to help us.

      “How? Is he a gnome?”

      - No, he’s a dungeon core, too.

      “What?! You were enslaved to a dungeon core?!”

      - A long time ago, yes.

      “Why didn’t you mention that earlier?!”

      - Because I didn’t THINK of it, that’s why! I thought you were going to push a few buttons and I’d be back in my body!

      “Isn’t he going to try to kill us?!”

      - No, he’s not on my kill list. He’s one of the ones I actually liked.

      “…really? Why’d you like him?”

      - He always gave me the choice of whether I wanted to have sex or not.

      My eyes bugged out. “You… you had sex with a dungeon core?”

      - NO! No, I was in his dungeon! I could either seduce adventurers who came into the dungeon or fight them!

      “So you… had sex with them?”

      - Sometimes. Depended on my mood.

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand – was this dungeon core a warlock?”

      - No, I joined up with him after my first master got killed by a bunch of religious zealots and I needed someplace to hide.

      “Why’d you leave?”

      - I didn’t know any better. I got bored, I’d only had one master, and he wasn’t that bad to me. I didn’t realize just how awful they could be.

      “How long ago was this?”

      - I don’t know… a hundred years ago, maybe?

      Which was impossible. OtherWorld (the game) had only existed for a decade or so – but it was part of her backstory that the game developers had given her.

      “Are you sure he’ll help you?”

      - Pretty sure. He was good to me. He always liked me.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      - Oh yes. It’s pretty far from here, but we could make it in a week or so on horseback, I think.

      “A WEEK?!”

      - Sooner, if Soraiya flies you.

      Huh…

      “So where is it?”

      - A city called Vos.

      All of a sudden, a computer window popped up:

      

      We’re Off To See The Crystal, The Wonderful Crystal of Vos!

      

      Wait a second…

      The game had already USED that title for when I saw the Warlock Trainer in Exardus! Except it had been something like the ‘Warlock of Oddballs’!

      Either two different game developers had used the same title and it had slipped by, or the writing was REALLY going downhill. Plus I was pretty damn sure the game developers had named the city ‘Vos’ just so they could make that damn pun.

      

      Journey to Vos and get an audience with the enigmatic dungeon core to see if he will help you return Alaria’s soul to her body!

      5000 XP

      

      I sighed and hit ‘Accept.’

      “Does this dungeon core have a name?”

      - Yes. Deek.

      “Deek?”

      - His crystalline name is unpronounceable, but in Common Tongue he goes by Deekavarianustrokamis. Deek for short.

      “Okay…” I said, a little overwhelmed by the word salad that made up the dungeon core’s name. Not since Queen Supercalifragilistic back in Exardus had I run across anybody with as long a moniker. “Well, then – let’s go see the Wizard.”

      - He’s not a wizard, he’s a dungeon core.

      “…never mind. Let’s just go see if he can help us.”
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      Our trip took a bit of preparation.

      First, I didn’t want to lose Alaria’s crystal – and I wanted to keep her in constant contact with my skin so I could ‘hear’ her thoughts – so the answer was obvious:

      Make a necklace out of her.

      One of the demons in Orlo’s lair was a metalsmith. He was able to fashion a delicate, lacelike web of wires that held the crystal securely in place, and then we fastened a small chain to it so I could wear it around my neck, under my shirt.

      - Or, you know, you could just use me as a butt plug, she suggested.

      Suggested it ‘cheekily,’ I might add.

      “NO,” I said.

      - You said I could vibrate against your skin – we could take advantage of that!

      “NO.”

      - But you’ll always know where I am! Get it? ‘Butt’ you’ll always –

      “NO.”

      - ‘No’ you didn’t get it, or ‘no’ you don’t want to? she teased me.

      “Yes and NO, IN THAT ORDER.”

      Next up was what to do with her flesh-and-blood body.

      On the several occasions I’d stored his war golem head inside my bag, Grung had let me know that time passed differently in there. Hours had felt like seconds to him.

      I figured that we would need to take Alaria’s body with us if we wanted the dungeon core to reunite it with her soul. A loot bag was perfect for that. Her body would effectively be weightless, which was important if I was going to be transporting it a thousand miles. And the slow passage of time would ensure that her body wouldn’t die. Her skin wouldn’t grow cold, and her heart wouldn’t cease beating.

      I hoped.

      As I stood there next to the slab, looking at her unmoving body and her blank eyes, a feeling of sadness overwhelmed me.

      - …Ian?

      “Yes?”

      - I… never mind.

      “What? Tell me.”

      - Do you… do you really think there’s a chance?

      “That we can get you back in your body? Yes. Absolutely,” I said, with a lot more confidence than I actually felt.

      - Then why do you feel so sad?

      Shit.

      I’d forgotten that Alaria could ‘feel’ what I was going through.

      If I lied to make her feel better, she might be able to tell – and that wouldn’t make her feel better at all. And it would probably make her wonder if she could ever trust me.

      “…because I hate that you have to go through this,” I said. I paused, then admitted, “And because I’m scared.”

      A short silence.

      - I’m scared, too, she whispered.

      “That’s okay. We can be scared together.”

      - Okay, she said, and I could feel the relief in her voice.

      When you have to keep up a positive front that everything’s going to be okay, it can be exhausting. At least she knew she didn’t have to do that for me.

      I pulled a bag from my belt and slid it over her flesh-and-blood body’s feet, then watched as her thigh-high black boots disappeared inside. Twelve inches of bag swallowed up 30-plus inches of shapely, leather-clad leg.

      I had to shift the bag under her ass and wiggle it back and forth to get her hips inside. That was even weirder, seeing half her body gone, erased from sight.

      Her boobs presented a whole different problem.

      “I never thought I’d hear myself say this,” I muttered as I pressed down on her tits and tried to smoosh them through the mouth of the leather sack, “but I kind of wish you weren’t so busty.”

      - Whatever. I know you’re enjoying manhandling them, she purred.

      “…okay, yeah, I guess I am,” I agreed.

      I got the bag over her breasts, past her shoulders, and up to her neck. I stared down at her beautiful face, wreathed in wild curls of black hair.

      God, she was gorgeous.

      - Thank you, she whispered.

      “I didn’t say anything,” I murmured, confused.

      - No, but I felt it.

      “You can read my thoughts?!”

      - No… but I could feel your heart swell. And something else swelled, too, she snickered. Although mostly when you were feeling me up.

      “That was strictly to get you in the bag!”

      - Uh-huh…

      I cradled her head in one hand, lifted it up, and slipped the bag over her face. The last thing to disappear was her long, lustrous hair.

      Then I checked my Inventory Window.

      A tiny little icon of her body appeared next to pictures of food and other items.

      Success.

      Perfect suspended animation for as long as we needed it.

      …although I hoped we didn’t need it that long.

      After securing Alaria’s body I said my farewells.

      I’d barely gotten to know the demons, and they didn’t much trust me after their near-death experience while I was experimenting in Orlo’s lab, so a simple ‘Goodbye’ sufficed.

      But Grung was special.

      I shook his hand. “You sure you don’t want to come with us?”

      The small, purple demon smiled. “Thank you, friend, but I am not really an adventurer. I am looking forward to reading all the books in Orlo’s library instead of fighting violent people and falling into volcanos.”

      “You know that volcanos are pretty rare, right?”

      “Are violent people rare, as well?”

      “…no, not really,” I admitted.

      “Then I will stay here.”

      Stig waved and grunted something to the purple demon, and I even touched Alaria’s crystal to Grung’s skin so she could say goodbye.

      Grung’s eyes widened, and he looked at me. “Oh – so you’re not crazy.”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, annoyed and amused at the same time. “Does that change your mind about joining us?”

      “No – then I would have to be crazy.”

      He wasn’t wrong, exactly.

      One more somewhat dramatic thing happened just as we were about to leave.

      Soraiya had kept her distance the entire time like a sulky teenager. While I was saying goodbye to the demons, she hung back in the grassy fields, arms crossed, body language frosty as the Northern Wastes.

      When I started walking over to retrieve her, Alaria spoke up inside my mind.

      - Ian?

      “Yeah?”

      - …maybe you should free Soraiya.

      I stopped in my tracks out of surprise. “What?”

      - She didn’t actually try to kill me.

      “So?” I said belligerently. “She wasn’t exactly trying to help us, either. She did it out of obligation.”

      - But she fulfilled that obligation.

      “Why are you even bringing this up? You hate Soraiya.”

      - I don’t HATE her. She saved me from the volcano, after all.

      “Yeah, but I don’t hear you showering her with compliments, either.”

      Alaria sighed.

      - I know, but… it’s not her I’m worried about. I couldn’t care less if she spent the rest of eternity in captivity.

      “So why do you want me to free her?”

      - Because I’m afraid of what NOT freeing her might do to you.

      “What are you talking about?”

      - You started freeing demons because you knew what it was like to be enslaved. You freed the mine workers in Abaddon specifically to rescue me, yes, but you’ve continued since then. It was a good thing to do, and you’re a good person. But…

      I frowned. “But what?”

      - You didn’t free that demon back in Exardus until the very end, because it was to your advantage NOT to.

      “I was in a bad place back then!” I snapped.

      - And you were in a bad place when you enslaved Soraiya. I get it. But… if you only do good things when you’re feeling good… and you do bad things whenever you’re in a bad place… does that really make you good? Or just somebody who does nice things for others when you feel like it? What happens if bad things continue to happen to you? Are you going to do whatever you want, whatever’s easy, and say, ‘Oh, it’s justified’? That’s not you, Ian. Actually, it MIGHT be you… but I know it’s not who you WANT to be.

      I was silent, but I was stewing inside.

      This was Dorp Part 2: Return of the Conscience.

      Goddamn Jiminy Cricket with fangs all over again.

      “You realize it’s going to be pretty fucking inconvenient to free her now, right?” I snarled. “I mean, she could fly us to Vos five times faster than just riding my horse.”

      - Sometimes doing the right thing means doing it when it’s inconvenient. I know, because I’ve watched you do the right thing when it would have been so much easier for us if you didn’t. Like trying to get to Dorp in the orc camp so you could say you were sorry.

      “You always HATED when I did the right thing!”

      - Yes, but no matter how annoying it was at the time, it was always the right thing to do. If you hadn’t gone after Dorp to apologize, I don’t think we could have beaten Orlo and Shyvock.

      “So you’re saying I should free her because we’ll get some future benefit out of it,” I said sarcastically. “Yeah, that’s not a self-serving argument at all.”

      - Even if we don’t get ANY future benefit out of it, freeing her is still the right thing to do.

      “Where the hell did all this come from?!” I fumed.

      - I don’t know… maybe part of it is, after she saved me, I can’t bear to see her put back in chains.

      “So I’m the asshole, huh?” I snarled.

      - No – I know you enslaved her because you thought she intentionally killed me. But that’s not the only reason I brought it up. I can’t explain it, exactly… except that I can FEEL you now. I can’t see you, but I can feel the goodness in you… and I can feel the darkness, too. And the darkness is the part that wants to keep Soraiya in chains.

      “The OLD you would’ve been fine with the darkness! The old you would have WANTED to keep her in chains!”

      - Just to be clear, I’m fine if the bitch stays enslaved for all of eternity… but not by you. I know you, and I know that if you keep her enslaved, it’s going to chip away at who you really are. It’s going to slowly eat away at your soul.

      “This is some real high-and-mighty talk from somebody who wants to go around killing a bunch of her ex-masters,” I sneered.

      - My ex-masters abused me horribly, she said in a quiet voice. Soraiya just failed to put me back in my body. That’s all.

      I immediately felt sick that I’d used Alaria’s past traumas as a cudgel against her, and just to win an argument. “I’m… fuck. I’m sorry I said that.”

      - It’s alright. I understand.

      “How can you understand?” I snapped, irritated again. She sounded too calm, like she was trying to be some New Age touchy-feely guru.

      - I told you – because I can FEEL you. I can feel your emotions. I know you didn’t mean it.

      “It sounds like you’re actually encouraging me to be a goody-goody now. Which is really ironic, considering all the shit you’ve given me over it.”

      - The truth is, as much as I always kidded you about being a goody-goody, it’s one of the things I love about you the most. That, and your kindness, are the two things that make you different from anyone else I’ve ever known.

      Ahhh, shit.

      Now she really wasn’t playing fair.

      - I can feel you wrestling with your conscience right now. I’ve actually been feeling it for hours, just under the surface. And when you go against your conscience, I can FEEL that you’re giving in to the darkness inside you. When you do that – when you give in to it – you’re only hurting yourself. And that’s what I don’t want. I don’t want you to hurt.

      I wanted to shout at her, to blow my top, to tell her she obviously didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about –

      But she did.

      It was actually kind of spooky. I didn’t know if it was this whole ‘touching the crystal’ thing, or just a culmination of all the weeks we’d spent together – but she knew me. And everything she was saying was the truth.

      Unfortunately.

      “You couldn’t have brought this up AFTER she flew us to Vos?” I griped.

      - Part of me thinks I should have. Part of me says I’m stupid for even bringing this up at all. But the part of me that loves you knew I shouldn’t wait.

      God DAMN it.

      ‘The part of me that loves you’…

      I really couldn’t say anything after that.

      I imagined cartoon steam blowing out of my ears as I walked over to Soraiya. The plum-colored succubus glanced over at me with a look of extreme hatred and contempt.

      “What now, Master?” she sneered.

      “I’m going to free you.”

      Her eyes opened wide. “…what?”

      “I’m going to free you, so don’t attack me when I take off your collar.”

      “Just like that?”

      “You didn’t mean to kill Alaria. You did your best. And if I only free people I like, or who don’t piss me off, then I’m not doing it for the right reasons – I’m just doing it to be popular, or feel good, or whatever. But not because it’s the right thing to do. And I’m trying… I want to… do the right thing, no matter how inconvenient or irritating or messy it might be.”

      - I love you, I heard Alaria’s voice in my head.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled under my breath, then said to Soraiya, “Hold on.”

      Just like when I’d freed Stig in Abaddon, all I had to do was touch the collar and will it to unbind. It snapped in two and fell from her neck.

      She stood there in shock, staring at the collar in the grass at her feet.

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      “That’s it.”

      “You don’t want me to say another Oath?”

      “No more oaths. You’re free to go. Thank you for saving Alaria from the volcano… and thank you for saving me when I almost fell off the ledge… and thank you for trying to put her soul back in her body. You did what you said you would, so you’re free. Good luck.”

      And I walked away.

      - I’m proud of you, Alaria said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered.

      I had gone about 20 feet when Soraiya called out, “What’s the catch?”

      “There is no catch,” I called out without looking at her. “You’re free to go.”

      I got another 20 feet away when she called out in annoyance, “FINE.”

      I stopped and turned around. Soraiya looked for all the world like a huffy teenage girl again.

      “‘Fine,’ what?” I asked.

      “Fine, I’ll help you get her soul back in her body,” she said as she walked across the grass towards me.

      “Wait,” I said angrily, “you mean you know a way to do it?”

      “No, dummy – I’ll help you do it whatever way you’re planning to. I know you – you’ve got a plan. I can see the wheels turning behind your eyes.”

      “…oh,” I said, a little ashamed that I’d jumped to the worst possible conclusion. “But you already fulfilled the oath.”

      “I said I would do everything within my power to make sure that Alaria’s soul is returned to her body,” she informed me. “I haven’t done everything in my power, and she’s not back in her body yet.”

      “You actually said that you’d just try, and that it might not work,” I pointed out.

      “Are you trying to convince me to not help you?”

      At the exact same time, Alaria asked, - She’s volunteering to help us – are you SERIOUSLY trying to talk her out of it?

      “I was just saying,” I muttered, then admitted, “Actually, we could use your help. A lot.”

      Soraiya pointed at me. “As soon as we get her back in her body, though, or it becomes clear that that’s no longer possible, I’m gone. Understand?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Uh, basically for you to fly me to the city of Vos.”

      The plum-colored succubus stared at me. “That’s days away from here!”

      I shrugged. “You can back out at any time.”

      Soraiya grumbled, then grudgingly said, “FINE. When do we leave?”

      “Um… actually, give me a minute. I need to do something first.”
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      The ‘something’ I needed to do was take care of some unfinished business.

      When Orlo died – even though it was Soraiya and Shyvock who had killed him – I’d received a huge chunk of experience points and immediately hit Level 25.

      Which meant I was due for another demon. I just hadn’t summoned it yet. I’d been kind of busy, what with trying to get Alaria’s soul back in her body and all.

      I took out my grimoire, the book that allowed me to summon new demons, which I’d gotten in my first ten minutes in the game as a Warlock. I also checked to make sure my Soul Counter was high enough, that I’d killed enough NPCs –

      Yup. I’d wiped out a good number of orcs on the Plains of Mor-El, enough to summon my next potential helper. ‘Potential’ because I was planning to free him and then give him a choice of whether to join us or not.

      No more taking advantage of innocents. No more breaking the rules when it was ‘convenient.’

      As I read the enchanted words on the page and my hands weaved through the air of their own accord, I wondered excitedly what kind of demon it would be.

      A bruiser like Blutus? He’d been an incredible brawler – a real loss when he left.

      Or maybe another demon like Dorp, with the ability to fuck with my enemies’ minds.

      Or maybe I would get some kind of giant monster, big as a war golem!

      So imagine my surprise, when the shadows and purple energy cleared, to find myself looking at a demon even smaller than Stig.

      A gargoyle.

      A small gargoyle, at that.

      It was humanoid in shape, though it was squatting and hunched over like the statues you see on the eaves of old Catholic churches. Its hairless, light-brown skin was pebbled like a football. Two leathery wings lay folded against its back. Glowing yellow eyes peered out from under a Neanderthal brow, which was topped with a couple of tiny nubbins of horns. It had a serious underbite, with its snaggle-toothed lower jaw extending far past its upper lip.

      All in all, it wasn’t much more than a foot tall.

      And it was uuuuuug-ly.

      I tried to hide my disappointment.

      The others didn’t even bother hiding their feelings.

      “Ugh,” Stig sneered as he looked at the creature.

      “Lovely,” Soraiya said sarcastically.

      - Oh Goddess, Alaria sighed inside my head.

      “What?” I asked.

      Soraiya furrowed her brow like I was an idiot. “That,” she said as she pointed at the gargoyle.

      “I was talking to Alaria,” I said.

      “Then ADDRESS her when you start speaking to her. It’s a little hard to keep track when you’re babbling like the village idiot.”

      God, I wished she still had a collar on her so I could tell her to go fuck herself.

      Of course, she’d probably like that…

      I turned away from her, although I did take her suggestion – grudgingly. “Alaria – why’d you say ‘oh Goddess’?”

      - It’s a gargoyle.

      “Yeah, I can see that. What about it?”

      - In Hell, they’re considered nuisances. Ill-tempered, annoying, and uncouth.

      “Wow, that’s pretty bad if other demons look down on them.”

      “Hey,” Stig and Soraiya both snapped at the same time.

      “Sorry. What are their powers?”

      “It depends – ” Soraiya started.

      “Still talking to Alaria.”

      She scowled. “I’m rethinking my decision to stick around.”

      “Just walk over there for a minute,” I said, shooing her and Stig away.

      The gargoyle just sat there, unconcerned, and snorted through its tiny pug nose the way a boxer might expel snot out one nostril.

      “So what are their powers?” I asked Alaria.

      - I don’t know – I’ve always avoided them.

      “Alright,” I sighed, and waved at the gargoyle to catch its attention. “Hi.”

      It looked at me blankly for a couple of seconds… then reached up with its hind foot and scratched rapidly behind its pointed left ear, just like a dog. Skritch-skritch-skritch-skritch.

      “Um… what’s your name?” I asked when it stopped scratching.

      It just stared at me.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “nah,” it grunted.

      At least it talked.

      “So you understand me?”

      “yah.”

      “What do you do?”

      It just yawned wide like a cat, then scratched itself behind the other ear. Skritch-skritch-skritch-skritch.

      “What are your powers?”

      It just looked away from me, bored, and smacked its lips several times.

      I was distinctly underwhelmed. I’d hoped for a real asset, and instead I’d gotten… this.

      Oh well… at least it won’t be a loss when it flies away.

      I reached down for the leather collar circling the gargoyle’s stubby neck.

      “anh!” it grunted, and snapped! its teeth at me like an irritable Shih Tzu.

      A bald Shih Tzu, completely shaved from head to foot.

      “Hey!” I yelled as I jerked back my hand. “I’m trying to free you, dumbass!”

      “eh,” it said in a surly tone of voice, then hunched down and growled as my fingers got progressively closer to its neck.

      It didn’t bite me, though. Thank heaven for small favors.

      I touched its collar and willed it to unbind. It did, and fell in the grass.

      The gargoyle just looked at it with disinterest, like it was staring at asphalt.

      “Well, you’re free to go,” I said. “Or you can stay with me.”

      The gargoyle cocked its head.

      “On the other hand,” I grumbled, “I really don’t need to carry around a demon that can’t even talk or do anything if – ”

      Wylla the fairy chose that unfortunate moment to come flying by.

      “Do you need anything, Mistress?” she asked.

      - No, I d–

      “ANH!” the gargoyle barked as it leapt into the air.

      “AAAAAAAAHHH!” Wylla screamed, and took off in a poof of pixie dust.

      The gargoyle sped after her, its leathery wings flapping like a bat out of hell.

      - Ian, tell that damn thing to leave my fairy alone!

      “HEY – YOU – LEAVE THAT FAIRY ALONE!” I yelled at the gargoyle.

      It ignored me.

      “AAAAAAAAAAHHH!” Wylla screamed as the gargoyle bore down on her.

      Suddenly the creature made a hacking noise and spat a green loogie through the air.

      It missed Wylla, but landed in the grass.

      Where it sizzled like acid.

      TSSSSSSSS.

      The grass melted away like sugar cubes in boiling water.

      “Holy shit,” I murmured. I seemed to have discovered the gargoyle’s power.

      “AAAAAAAAAAAHHH!” Wylla screamed as she zipped around, the gargoyle hot on her trail.

      - Ian!

      “Oh yeah – HEY, YOU – GET THE FUCK DOWN HERE!”

      The gargoyle ignored me and kept pursuing the fairy.

      Wylla wasn’t in any terrible danger – she could do neck-snapping, 90-degree turns in the blink of an eye, easily outmaneuvering the gargoyle – but the little bugger wasn’t giving up. And there was the chance it might get lucky with one of those globs of acid.

      Why was it chasing her?

      Was it a ‘cats and dogs’ kind of thing?

      Or was it just –

      “HEY – ARE YOU HUNGRY?” I yelled.

      That got its attention.

      The gargoyle stopped midair and hovered in place as it flapped its leathery wings.

      Meanwhile, Wylla kept flying, her voice decreasing in volume the farther away she got until we couldn’t hear her anymore. “AAAAAAaaaaaaaaa…”

      The gargoyle edged closer to me as I reached in my bag and pulled out some salted meat.

      “You like this?” I asked as I threw the meat towards it.

      The gargoyle snatched it out of the air with a snap! of its jaws.

      “Damn, it’s like a seagull,” I laughed.

      - It probably shits over everything like a seagull, too, Alaria said crossly.

      I threw a couple more pieces of salted meat into the air, pitching them a few feet to the left, then a few feet to the right.

      The gargoyle banked hard and scarfed them down with a snap! snap!

      “Get down here and I’ll feed you some more,” I said.

      It immediately plunked down on its haunches in the grass and looked up at me expectantly.

      I threw it another piece of meat, which it snapped up greedily.

      “That thing you did before – you can spit acid?” I asked.

      “yah.”

      I thought for a second, then took a stray copper coin out of my bag. “Can you hit this?” I asked as I flipped it into the air.

      The gargoyle snorted, hocked another loogie, and hit the coin dead-on as it fell towards the ground.

      I walked over and looked at the copper, which was bubbling and corroding in the grass.

      Ho-leeey shit.

      “Can you do anything else?” I asked.

      It nodded. “yah.”

      I pulled out several more coppers and flipped them into the air one by one.

      The gargoyle took off with a flap of its wings.

      It blasted the first coin with a thin stream of liquid like a water pik.

      The second coin it hit with a puff of green gas.

      And the third it caught in its jaws, then landed on the ground.

      I squatted down to look at the coins.

      The one that had been hit with the stream of liquid had a sizzling hole burned into its edge, like someone had notched it with a power saw or something.

      The coin that had been gassed was blistered with bumps, like it had gotten a low-grade dose of acid, but not enough to cut through it.

      And when the gargoyle spat out the third coin, it looked like a Rottweiler had mangled a piece of hard leather.

      Huh.

      Maybe this guy’s not so useless after all.

      I threw it another piece of salted meat, which it grabbed and swallowed without chewing.

      “You’re a hungry little bugger, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “yah.”

      “If I keep feeding you, will you go with us and fight enemies?”

      “yah,” it agreed as it snapped another morsel out of the air.

      By this point, Stig and Soraiya had come back over and were staring at the gargoyle with undisguised disdain.

      “Meet the newest member of the team,” I announced. “Um… what’s your name?”

      The gargoyle just shrugged.

      “Ugly,” Stig said.

      You’re pretty homely when an imp calls you ugly.

      But Stig wasn’t wrong. If anything, he was understating it.

      I chuckled. “More like fugly.”

      Stig frowned. “What’s ‘fugly’?”

      “Short for ‘fucking ugly.’”

      As soon as I said it, I winced and waited for a blob of acid to hit me in the forehead – but the gargoyle just sat there, unoffended.

      Stig pointed at the gargoyle. “Fugly.”

      The gargoyle looked over at him. “yah?”

      Stig laughed, a croaky little heh-heh-heh. “Fuuuuuugly.”

      “yah?”

      “We can’t call him Fugly,” I protested.

      “yah,” the gargoyle said decisively.

      “You want to be called ‘fucking ugly’?”

      The gargoyle shrugged. “eh.”

      “Fugly,” Stig snorted in amusement.

      “yah?” the gargoyle answered.

      “Alright… Fugly it is,” I sighed, and threw him another piece of salted meat.

      “yah yah yah,” the gargoyle agreed.

      - Lovely, Alaria muttered. A pet flying rat.

      “Who can spit acid,” I reminded her.

      - You pick up such interesting demons.

      She was right about that. Fugly might not have been much to look at, but he was definitely ‘interesting.’ And he might prove to be very useful in a fight.

      If he didn’t eat me out of house and home first.
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      And so we began our trip to Vos.

      Soraiya agreed to grab me under the arms and haul me through the air – but she refused to let Stig ride on her back. “I’m not about to ferry around an imp – and there’s no way I’m carrying a gargoyle.”

      I looked over at Fugly. “Could you carry Stig?”

      “yah.”

      “NO,” Stig snarled.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a gargoyle.”

      I was beginning to realize there was a distinct hierarchy among demons, with different classes looking down on those they perceived to be lower than them.

      Kind of fucked up, but lots of humans did it all the time based on race, money, religion, class, gender, and nationality, so I couldn’t really say my species was any better.

      I offered to send Stig to Limbo while we traveled.

      “It’s BORING there,” he grumped.

      I’d never really thought of Limbo as a physical place before. “What’s it like?”

      “DARK. And BORING.”

      That appeared to be all the description I was going to get out of him, so I offered to put him in one of my bags.

      “Grung said it was like no time passed at all,” I reminded him.

      Stig just frowned and looked at the bag askance, like I was offering him kale salad and boiled Brussels sprouts.

      Then I remembered how I had slipped the bag gradually over Alaria’s feet and body.

      “C’mere, let me try something,” I said as I detached a bag from my belt and set it down on the ground.

      “Mrrrm,” he grunted nervously and edged away.

      “TRUST me. Step in the bag, but keep your arms over the side so you don’t go all the way in.”

      He gingerly stepped into the bag and immediately tumbled halfway in, since there was nothing beneath his feet but insubstantial cyberspace.

      “AAAAAH!” he screamed as he collapsed onto the side of the leather pouch. From the way he screamed, you would have thought he was about to fall into the Bottomless Pit.

      “Hold on, I’ve got you,” I said as I grabbed him and adjusted him so both his arms were hanging over the edge.

      When I’d finished, his entire lower half had disappeared. It was basically just his arms and head extending over the rim of the bag.

      “There – you okay?”

      “…yeah…” he said warily as I hooked the bag onto my belt.

      Now it looked like I was carrying around a disembodied imp’s head. Would have made a great Halloween costume.

      Finally, Wylla the fairy returned. “Mistress, please tell that ugly big thing not to eat me!”

      I saw Fugly tense for takeoff –

      - Ian!

      “FUGLY!” I shouted. “Do NOT eat the fairy, or NO MORE FOOD.”

      “aw,” he pouted.

      I threw him a small loaf of bread as a consolation prize, which he wolfed down in three bites.

      “Jesus, where do you put all that?” I wondered aloud.

      He just burped.

      “Alright, we’re going to a city named Vos,” I told the group. “We’re going to fly as long as Soraiya can until she gets tired, then we’ll rest. We’ll keep doing that until we reach Vos. Wylla, you’re free to come, or you can leave and do whatever you want.”

      “I stay with Mistress!”

      - Wonderful, Alaria mumbled.

      “Do you want to get rid of her?” I whispered.

      - No… even though incredibly annoying, she’s basically harmless. And I’m not sure I even CAN get rid of her. She said she was bound to me as my dungeon fairy.

      “Alright, I guess that’s that. Alright, everybody – let’s do this.”

      I said one final goodbye to Grung and the few demons who had stuck around to watch the Ian and Company Shitshow. Then Soraiya grabbed me under the armpits, lifted me into the air, and we were off.

      It was an uneventful trip. No battles, no crazy encounters – just a succubus flying a Warlock around with a dungeon core around his neck, an imp head peeking out of a bag, and a gargoyle and a fairy in tow.

      So, yeah. An airborne freakshow, basically.

      Soraiya would fly us in ten-minute legs, then I would summon Balrog. She and I would ride for ten minutes while she recovered her strength, and then we would repeat the process all over again. Wylla and Fugly stayed in the air the entire time.

      We made pretty good time, and flying through the air was pretty cool. I saw a lot of interesting terrain once we got past the boring grasslands near Orlo’s lair. We passed over mountains, verdant valleys, old-wood forests, lake districts, and swamplands. Players on flying mounts – magic carpets, dragons, giant moths, eagles – flew past us and gawked at the hot succubus ferrying me around.

      “I’ll trade you my mount for yours!” the rider called out.

      If only he knew he could mount her in more ways than one.

      We spent the night at a small-town inn, where I ordered five rotisserie chickens just for Fugly, and one apiece for me, Soraiya, and Stig. I had a couple of glasses of wine, Soraiya had a bottle, and Stig had three.

      Strangely enough, Fugly didn’t want any alcohol. His vice was gluttony, not drunkenness. Which was good – one drunk demon was enough, and I didn’t need a sloshed, acid-spitting gargoyle on my hands.

      Wylla went off and did whatever fairies do in the woods, with the promise to come back the next morning.

      I got Soraiya her own room at Alaria’s request.

      - I don’t want you waking up with that bitch bouncing on top of your crotch.

      Neither did I. After enslaving her and threatening to torture her, and with my girlfriend trapped inside a crystal, waking up to her humping me would have just been awkward, as Stig would say.

      After a good night’s sleep and Wylla’s return, we set off and did the whole thing over again.

      To keep myself occupied, I checked out my stats while we were flying.

      

      Level 25

      

      Health 1830

      Mana 2600

      Intellect 213

      Stamina 189

      Armor 56

      

      Necklace of Ra’nath: +40 Intellect, +20 Stamina

      

      Shoulders: +5

      Magical Orcish Cloak: +12 Armor, +25 Stamina, +10 Critical Strike

      Shirt: +4

      Vest: +6

      Bracers: +4

      Pants: +6

      Belt: +4, +3 Intelligence

      Boots of the Yeti: +10 Armor, +12 Intelligence, +20 Stamina

      Gloves: +5

      Rings: +4 Intelligence, +6 Critical Strike

      Ring of Tharos: +60 Intellect, +40 Stamina, +20 Haste

      

      Trinkets: +7 Critical Strike, +5 Haste

      

      Wand of the Dead

      +50 Intellect

      +30 Stamina

      +15 Critical Strike

      

      Critical Strike: 8.5%

      Haste: 4.5%

      

      The Orcish cloak I’d picked up in the Plains of Mor-El had dinged my Intellect stats, which made me a smidge less powerful, magically speaking. But the cloak more than compensated for it in increased Stamina, Armor, and a bit more Critical Strike – which meant I would be harder to kill, and a tiny bit more likely to cast a spell that did double my normal amount of damage.

      Plus it had those snazzy silver moons and stars embroidered around the hem.

      (That last bit was sarcasm, by the way.)

      The spells I could actively cast were as follows:

      

      Darkbolt – a single blast of dark energy.

      Darkfire – flames of dark energy that did damage over six seconds.

      Unholy Quartet – summon four imps to fight for me.

      Soul Suck – drain life from an enemy and add it to my Health.

      Self-Sacrifice – give some of my Health to my demons.

      Mana Conversion – trade off Health for more Mana/magical power.

      Doomsday – delayed reaction attack that did a lot of damage after 20 seconds.

      Terror – make an enemy run away in, well, terror.

      All-Seeing Eye – an ‘eye in the sky’ that let me scout ahead.

      Invisibility – become invisible for 20 seconds.

      Hellstorm – little bat-winged demons threw burning sulfur for six seconds.

      Gravesite – create a ‘save point’ where I (or anyone in a group I was part of) could respawn instead of resurrecting at the nearest graveyard. Hugely convenient.

      I was hoping for a badass new power when I reached Level 26 – which wasn’t that far away, since I’d picked up 70,000 XP when Shyvock had died.

      After checking my stats, the rest of the time I spent being bored, talking to Alaria and pissing off Soraiya, and making sure my gargoyle didn’t eat Wylla.

      Good times.
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      Between Soraiya’s flying and Balrog’s galloping, we made excellent time and reached our destination late the next afternoon.

      Vos was a sprawling city, a medieval stronghold with high stone walls, narrow cobblestone streets, and a majestic fairytale castle at the center. It sat on an open plain that had apparently been carved out of an old-growth forest, because its 50-foot-high walls were surrounded by thousands of acres of massive trees. To the south lay hundreds of farms, which were apparently the source of food for the city’s populace.

      I had Soraiya land in the forest near the main gate, and we stepped out onto the road and joined the steady stream of riders and foot traffic entering the city. I was concerned that we might attract unwanted attention – some of the places we’d visited hadn’t exactly welcomed succubi and imps, and now I had a gargoyle perched on my shoulder like a parrot – but I needn’t have worried. Besides the NPC farmers and merchants carting their wares to market, there were hundreds of players spanning all Classes and races. Orcish Warriors, elf Mages, dwarf Paladins, troll Priests, human Druids, goblin Hunters – basically anything and everything. I even saw a couple of other Warlocks, who were among the rarest of classes in OtherWorld.

      The heavily armored human guards waved us on through without any trouble, and we found ourselves inside the walled city of Vos. Anything and everything was available here: blacksmiths for repairs. Armorers selling leather, plate, and mail. Haberdasheries for new clothes. Swordsmiths selling blades of every type. Archery shops for Hunters. Apothecaries for potions. And for those into crafting, dozens of different shops where you could find supplies and instruction in herbalism, enchantment, mining, alchemy, engineering, inscription, jewelry, tailoring, potions, and more.

      Players crowded the streets, raucous laughter filled pubs and inns, and the occasional fight broke out here and there in the cobblestone alleyways. It was a bustling, vibrant city.

      What I didn’t see was a dungeon.

      “Alaria, where’s your ex-master? Is there a dungeon outside the city we missed?”

      - No – it’s INSIDE the city. You should find the entrance near the center.

      We did. Even if I hadn’t asked her, it would have been impossible to miss. A massive stone coliseum formed the central hub of the wheel that was Vos; only the castle was bigger, but it was set closer to the outer walls.

      I remembered what Orlo had said about the economies that sprang up around dungeons – shops and inns and tradesmiths. It was quite possible that the dungeon had been here first, and Vos had merely grown up around it.

      We threaded our way through bustling open-air beer gardens and past dozens of merchant stalls until we reached the coliseum. It looked like the ancient Roman original, except there were no seats or games being played out. Instead, there were hundreds and hundreds of players milling around the open courtyard, trying to build parties of five – just like they had outside Exardus.

      Unlike Exardus, though, this dungeon didn’t have an imposing façade. The entrance appeared to be a squalid little stone hut in the center, with a looooong line snaking out its front door.

      “That’s it?” I asked, confused.

      - It’s all belowground, Alaria said. Deek never really cared about what things looked like on the surface.

      “I can see that.”

      Dungeons were like books: you weren’t supposed to judge them by their entrances or their covers. If you did, then you’d probably conclude that this one was shitty.

      However, the long lines and crowds belied that. It had to be a pretty awesome dungeon to attract this many players.

      Deek apparently wasn’t into marketing, but word-of-mouth had done the job for him. This place looked twenty times busier than the Tomb of Tharos.

      “Alright,” I said as I pulled Stig out of the bag and deposited him on the ground, “I guess we should build up a team and go see if we can find – ”

      “Warrrrrrrlooooock,” a sing-song voice called out from the crowd behind me.

      I turned around, and the throng of players behind me parted like the Red Sea.

      Three figures strolled out into the open space like gunfighters in a western.

      I swear to God, I could almost hear the sound of spurs and the ooh-we-ooh-we-ooh-we-OOOOOH music from The Good, The Bad, And The Ugly.

      On the right was a human female with flaming red hair. She wore a grey Mage’s cloak, but the tight dress beneath showed off her slim figure and naughty curves. She was a hottie for sure, though the smirk on her face gave me pause.

      On the left was the exact opposite of a hottie. It was an undead male – a skeleton wrapped in a paper-thin layer of desiccated grey skin. Like the female Mage, he was smirking, too, but mostly because he had no cheeks over his yellowed teeth and jawbones. He had no eyeballs, either – just two red lights for pupils in the black pits of his eye sockets. He looked like an old-school kung fu monk, what with his bald head, single braid of hair from the base of his skull, and the loose, black, pajama-like pants and shirt he wore. But his decorative feathers, bracelets, and necklaces gave him away as a Shaman. Shamans were the supernatural weirdos of OtherWorld, and summoned spirits to fight for them much the way Warlocks used demons.

      Between the other two stood a musclebound lunk right out of Street Fighter or Fist of the North Star. His face didn’t look much older than mine, but he had a long, shaggy mane of silver hair that he kept out of his eyes with a strip of red cloth tied with a knot. He was barefoot and bare-armed, with only blue silk pants and a blue shirtless vest that hung open over his massive pecs and washboard abs.

      This guy was a Monk for sure. Monks were martial artists, hand-to-hand combatants who harnessed their chi or whatever they called it in OtherWorld to perform combination attacks of physical strikes and magic.

      Monks and Shamans were two of the least-played classes in all of OtherWorld, right down there with Warlocks, so I was definitely up against the freak squad here.

      The trio stopped about forty feet away from me. I sensed Soraiya tense up on my right.

      - Ian, who are they? Alaria whispered in my head – which was pretty funny, since I was the only one who could hear her no matter how loud she spoke.

      “I don’t know,” I muttered to her, then called out to the Monk, “Have we met?”

      “Not until this moment, no,” the Monk called back. He had a medium-pitched voice, slightly higher than you’d anticipate for a young Arnold Schwarzenegger clone. He was apparently the one who had called out Waaaar-loooock. “Allow me to introduce myself and my associates. I am Zoran, of the Golden Dragon Temple of Rakost. This is Sketterex, shaman extraordinaire, and Cirra, mistress of the winds.”

      I selected them and glanced briefly at their stats.

      Zoran – Level 50 Monk

      Sketterex – Level 40 Shaman

      Cirra – Level 40 Air Mage

      I was still mystified, though, as to why this Zoran dude had singled me out. “What do you want?”

      “The money you owe our employer, Varkus Gark.”

      Aw, shit… not AGAIN.

      Bounty hunters.

      I heard Alaria inhale sharply. Again, funny, since crystals didn’t need to breathe.

      I wondered how they’d managed to track me down – and then remembered the magical seal Varkus had stamped on my hand when I’d signed his goddamn contract for 4000 gold. He’d told me that his men could use it to track me anywhere – and so far he’d been right.

      Well, at least two of these NPC bastards were Level 40, which was only 15 steps above me. Even 50 wasn’t that bad. The last bounty hunter to chase me down had been a Level 89, and he’d nearly been the end of me – AND Alaria.

      Unfortunately, there were three of them, so you could make the argument that it was like facing down a single Level 130 player.

      Fuuuuck.

      “Tell your boss that I’m working on getting the money,” I called out.

      “You do not have all 13,000 gold?”

      I frowned. “Just a few days ago it was ten thousand.”

      “The interest rate increases substantially for deserters.”

      “Ten percent per day? Yeah, I’d say that’s a ‘substantial increase.’”

      “So you do not have it?” Zoran asked.

      “No.”

      “Then you will have to come with us.”

      The entire crowd was watching us with intense curiosity. I couldn’t say I blamed them – bounty hunters collecting their target wasn’t something most players witnessed on a day-to-day basis.

      “You know Shyvock?” I called out.

      “I do,” the Monk replied.

      “He came after me, too. I killed him.”

      That was slightly stretching the truth. Actually, Alaria had blown up half his face and Grung had blasted him with a war golem energy cannon into a volcano. And then Alaria had almost sacrificed her life to put him back in the volcano for good.

      But it had been my plan, so I was gonna take credit for it at the moment.

      Plus, when trying to intimidate bounty hunters, it’s never a good idea to say, Yeah, my friends totally whipped his ass. Although one of them’s not here and the other one’s a crystal now.

      My not-exactly-100%-accurate boasting worked. The Shaman and Air Mage glanced at each other, like they were the tiniest bit worried.

      Not Zoran. He just smiled. “Well, I shall be supremely careful as I capture you, then.”

      Before I could answer, he dropped to one knee and slammed one fist into the ground, and a circular shockwave of blue light ripped across the cobblestones.

      I – and every other player within 50 feet – got knocked off our feet.

      The only exceptions were Cirra and Sketterex. Thanks to Cirra’s powers, the two had levitated into the air above the shockwave. Zoran’s punch must have been a preplanned standard in their bag of tricks.

      I slammed into the ground, as did Soraiya and Stig next to me. Fugly shot off my shoulder into the air and hovered there with Wylla.

      As I tried to scramble to my feet, the Shaman and Air Mage attacked.

      A hurricane gust of wind blew me head over heels in a somersault across the cobblestones.

      At the same time, two spirits rose up from the ground around me. They were glowing white specters, their bodies made of floating wisps of ectoplasm. They looked like somebody had constructed a ghost costume out of toilet paper, then shredded it with a knife until it was a tattered mess just barely held together by a thousand little strands.

      They zapped me with blasts of red energy, and their combined attack shaved 5% off my hit points.

      Not fun, but a fuck of a lot better than Shyvock’s -25% arrows to the chest.

      I hit one with Darkfire as I struggled to my feet. “Soraiya – ”

      I barely got out her name before Zoran sprinted over to me and slammed a glowing blue palm-strike to my chest.

      The blast of energy sent me flying ten feet back in the air, and I went crashing to the ground again.

      9% blow to my Health.

      As I struggled up onto my elbows, a shadow passed over me.

      I looked up to see the Air Mage hovering 20 feet in the air.

      She swiped her hand to the side, and a stinging blast of air slashed across my face.

      Did you know that you can actually cut steel with compressed air? Take a small enough aperture with a shitload of air pressure rushing through it, and you can slice through titanium.

      I was guessing the attack on my face was a low-power variant of that. Still only took off 2% of my Health, though.

      Thank God there was no gore in OtherWorld, or my face would have been a bloody mess.

      These three assholes had gotten me down to 84% without me getting a single return shot in.

      They were handing me my ass on a platter, I’d give them that – but they’d made one incredibly stupid mistake.

      They’d included another couple of dozen players as collateral damage in their initial attack.

      Zoran’s little ground strike hadn’t just hit me and my demons. It had also knocked 20-plus bystanders off their feet.

      There was an unwritten rule in OtherWorld: don’t fuck with another player unless you’re prepared to fight him. If it was an inadvertent attack, some might let it go – but most wouldn’t. It was a chest-thumping, macho thing (even if most of us were a bunch of nerds in real life).

      Oh, you fucked with me? AWWWW, boy-eeee, it’s ON NOW!

      Suddenly Zoran, Sketterex, and Cirra got slammed from 20 different directions all at once.

      Frost blasts, arrows, Rogues’ knives, swords, fireballs, war hammers, flying shields – all three bounty hunters got hit with a variety of attacks.

      Now, granted, not many of the players were higher than Level 20, so the attacks were more annoying than harmful on an individual basis. But add them all together and they did some real damage. The Monk, Shaman, and Air Mage each lost a good 20% of their hit points in short order.

      They counterattacked immediately. Zoran did a spinning move with blue energy that forced everybody back. Cirra summoned a small tornado that ripped through the crowd, and Sketterex hit a number of people with red bursts of supernatural flame.

      But most importantly, the other players’ attacks gave me a quick breather to formulate a plan.

      “Soraiya, take the chick in the air!” I shouted. “Stig and Fugly, mess with the dead guy! I’ll handle the Monk!”

      Soraiya shot up into the air and headed straight for the Air Mage.

      Stig teleported over in the Shaman’s face and began bitch-slapping him from within clouds of black smoke.

      Then Fugly started spitting acid loogies at him. From the dead guy’s screams, I was pretty sure at least a couple of them connected.

      And I hit the Monk with Terrify.

      It was usually a good spell when you had several assailants. It would send one of the attackers running for the hills so that you could concentrate on the others.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t work.

      A computer window appeared:

      Zoran is immune to Terrify!

      Well, shit.

      Zoran turned to look at me, a grimace on his face. “Your attempt to frighten me was unpleasant, Warlock – but Monks of the Golden Dragon Temple are trained to repel both mental and spiritual attacks as well as those of physical strength and magic.”

      “Well, fuck it – have something else, then,” I shouted as I conjured four imps.

      They appeared in puffs of smoke around Zoran and began to hit him with fireballs.

      Unfortunately, he pulled some Matrix-type shit out of his sleeve.

      His skin glowed blue, and then he moved like one of the Agents that Neo fought: blurry duplicates of his limbs and upper trunk moved in every direction at once.

      A dozen arms swung through the air and pummeled the imps in the face until they exploded into flames.

      It was sort of like watching the Hindu goddess Kali get into a fistfight.

      Once it was all over, the blurry arms all solidified back into the Monk’s original two.

      “Care to try me in hand-to-hand combat?” Zoran smirked.

      Uh, no.

      But just as I was about to unload another attack on him, I heard a voice above the din of the crowd:

      “MAKE WAY FOR THE VOSSIAN GUARD!”

      The players parted as 30 soldiers in golden armor raced from the edge of the coliseum, their swords and shields out.

      Zoran looked mildly annoyed, then yelled, “Cirra! Let us retreat!”

      Far above our heads, Cirra was evading and countering Soraiya’s bat-winged attacks.

      As soon as she heard Zoran, though, the Air Mage sent Soraiya tumbling with a blast of wind. Then she raised her hands, and both Zoran and Sketterex were lifted from the ground in a rush of air. All three bounty hunters disappeared into the clouds.

      The golden-clad soldiers raced over to me.

      “Damn, I’m glad to see you guys!” I called out. “That was – OW!”

      The nearest guard clocked me over the head with the pommel of his sword, driving me to my knees.

      I instinctively started to cast a spell. Black flames danced on my hands –

      Thirty swords and spears suddenly pointed at my head from every direction.

      I did a quick select on the nearest soldiers.

      Levels 25, 27, 22, 29.

      I could handle one of them easily. Two or three, no problem. Maybe even four or five. I had Soul Suck, after all, so I could heal any damage they did to me.

      But 30 at once?

      Not gonna happen.

      I stopped casting the spell.

      Up in the air, Soraiya and Fugly were hovering and waiting for a sign. Stig was standing over with the crowd of players, watching anxiously.

      I surreptitiously shook my head ‘no,’ then flicked my right hand like Get out of here.

      Soraiya and Fugly took off, and Stig melted into the forest of boots and robes.

      I started yelling at the soldiers. I was pissed they had attacked me, but I also wanted to distract the guards and give my demons a chance to disappear.

      “The Monk and those other assholes attacked ME! I didn’t do anything but defend myself!”

      “QUIET!” shouted a soldier with a big, red, Roman-esque plume on the top of his helmet. I was assuming he was the officer in charge. “Search him!”

      Rough hands gave me a once-over. They couldn’t search my bags – the rules of OtherWorld stipulated that the contents were off-limits to them – but there were a couple of items I was wearing they grabbed.

      One guard held up my Wand of the Dead, which I had to wear on my belt to access its power-boosting stats. “Look – a wand. He’s a wizard of some sort.”

      Another guard slapped my chest. Feeling a lump, he reached inside the neck of my shirt.

      “What’s this?” he jeered as he pulled out the necklace with Alaria’s dungeon core crystal.

      “That’s MINE!” I snapped, then realized in terror that I couldn’t hear Alaria’s voice anymore. She was no longer in touch with my skin –

      But she was touching the guard’s bare fingers.

      He dropped the crystal like it was a baby rattler and stumbled a few steps backward. “AAAH!”

      The necklace hit my skin again, and I heard Alaria mutter, - Uh oh…

      “What did you do?!” I whispered.

      I found out from the guard first.

      “It SPOKE to me!” the guard cried out.

      The officer frowned. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “I don’t hear it now, either – only when I touched it!”

      “What did it say?”

      “It called me a pig fucker!”

      The entire group of soldiers burst into laughter.

      “You didn’t,” I whispered, filled with dread.

      - I just told him to let me go! Alaria protested.

      “‘Let me go, pig fucker’?”

      - Something like that, yes…

      “It’s enchanted, I tell you!” the guard yelled angrily. “It’s witchery!”

      “Don’t say anything,” I whispered again as the officer with the crested helmet came over and yanked the crystal out of my shirt.

      “Hmm… I don’t hear anything,” he muttered.

      “I think he might be… you know,” I said as I whistled and made a cross-eyed face.

      Wrong thing to say.

      The officer glared at me, then pulled the chain over my head and completely off my body.

      “HEY!”

      “We’ll see what the Duchess has to say about this,” the officer snarled, then pointed at his men. “Take him to the Court!”
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      The guards marched me out of the coliseum and back into the streets, past the beer gardens and outdoor markets. Hundreds of rubbernecking players and NPCs watched in curiosity as we passed by.

      We left the grungier part of the city and entered a picturesque series of smaller streets with walls covered in ivy. Eventually we came to an elegant castle surrounded by cloistered passageways and decorative canals. We passed over a tiny stone bridge into a grand hallway, and from there entered a throne room.

      Actually, I don’t know if ‘throne room’ is the appropriate term, since the officer had mentioned a Duchess. But whatever you wanted to call it, the place was filled with dozens of finely dressed courtiers.

      I could hear two English-accented voices arguing loudly as we entered.

      “M’lady,” a man’s voice said, “the Church of Eternity is merely concerned about a source of great wickedness in the land.”

      A woman’s voice, feminine but cold, answered sarcastically, “And a source of great income, as well. But I am sure that never entered your mind, did it, Emissary.”

      “M’lady, please. I am sure you can see that the issue is not one of economics, but of morality – propriety – ”

      “What I can see is that the Church of Eternity is ever eager to extend its grasp to any asset that can fill its coffers and stuff its insatiable maw.”

      The man scoffed, though he sounded somewhat amused. “I must say, your husband was never quite so blunt.”

      “Not to your face. But while the Duke was still alive, he espoused the same opinions I do, only in private. I am merely more forthcoming when I tell you that though the Church may have its claws embedded in Vos, you will never tear away the greatest jewel in our city’s crown.”

      “Some might say the greatest jewel in your crown. After all, it is not so much the commoners who benefit as it is the Vossian royalty, hm?”

      “You overstep your bounds, sir!” the woman snapped. “It is the people’s dungeon, not mine!”

      The guards escorting me pushed through the last rank of courtiers, and I could finally see the two people arguing.

      For a second I could have sworn it was Cersei and Tyrion from Game of Thrones. They certainly resembled the two characters from the show.

      The woman – the Duchess? – was sitting on a chair on a dais above the rest of the room. She was attractive in an ice-queen sort of way – short blonde hair, thin nose, haughty expression, slender curves beneath her purple robes.

      The man was a dwarf. Not the OtherWorld variety that forges iron and has a beard down to his navel, but a little person.

      As soon as I saw him, I immediately felt bad about all the times I’d used the term ‘midget’ in my mind.

      He had well-coiffed hair and a neatly trimmed beard that ended in a point on his chin. He wore austere black robes – but they appeared to be silk, and every finger shone with a gold ring studded with precious stones. In addition, there was a symbol embossed in silver thread on the back of his robes: a sword interwoven through the two loops of an infinity symbol.

      The captain of the guard cleared his throat. “M’lady Duchess, I beg your attention.”

      The dwarf glanced over with an incensed look. “We are in the middle of a diplomatic meeting!”

      “No, we’re done,” the Duchess said dismissively. “What is it, Captain?”

      The man gestured towards me with his head. “We found him fighting three other miscreants in the courtyard of the dungeon.”

      “You would interrupt an Emissary of the Church of Eternity to bother the Duchess with some riffraff off the street?!” the dwarf asked indignantly. “Chop off his head and be done with it!”

      “Say what?!” I yelped.

      The Duchess glared at me.

      “You there – no one gave you permission to speak. And YOU,” she said pointedly to the dwarf, “are NEVER to speak on my behalf, or you will find your OWN body minus a head, Church of Eternity notwithstanding. Are we understood?”

      “My apologies, m’lady,” the dwarf said with an obsequious flourish and bow. It was so over the top that it was obvious it was a fancy, passive-aggressive Fuck you.

      “If you’re going to kill me, I’d like to know why!” I said angrily.

      “I should have you killed merely for speaking out of turn!” the Duchess said, raising her voice.

      The little guy apparently wanted to mess with the Duchess some more, because he spoke directly to me. “Fights in the coliseum area are punishable by death. Or didn’t you know that?”

      “WHAT?!”

      “Apparently not,” the little guy smirked.

      “Why?! People go into the dungeon to fight! Why would you kill them for doing it on the outside?!”

      The dwarf clucked disdainfully. “Mustn’t interfere with the local economy or the orderly collection of monies.”

      The Duchess glared at the dwarf but didn’t say anything.

      “It wasn’t my fault!” I protested. “I was attacked!”

      “Quiet,” the Duchess snapped, then turned to the captain. “What happened to the others?”

      “They escaped.”

      “What,” she said sarcastically, “did they fly off into the air?”

      “Actually… yes, m’lady, they did.”

      “Oh,” the Duchess said, and frowned. “How odd.”

      “Another odd thing: when we searched him, we found this on his person,” the captain said as he fumbled with a pouch on his belt. “One of my men swore it spoke to him when he touched it. He’s not normally the type given to drink, so I find it very strange. Perhaps the court wizard should inspect it?”

      He held up Alaria’s crystal – and the Duchess and the dwarf nearly shit a brick.

      The Duchess actually stood up from her fancy chair, and her already pale face turned a couple of shades whiter.

      The dwarf, meanwhile, turned away from the Duchess and faced me full-on, his face in absolute shock.

      A computer window suddenly appeared before me.

      

      Game of Boners

      

      Well, at least the game developers weren’t being shy about their influences.

      

      Use your wiles and cunning to make alliances, thwart your enemies, and discover what the hell is going on!

      5000 XP

      Gold: To be determined

      

      ‘To be determined’?

      Huh… that was interesting…

      I quickly hit ‘Accept.’

      “M-my apologies, sir,” the Duchess stammered to me, then flicked her hand impatiently at the soldiers surrounding me. “Unhand him at once!”

      The guards on either side of me quickly stepped back.

      O-kaaay… what the fuck just happened?

      “I am so sorry,” the Duchess continued. “Had I known you would be arriving, I would have prepared a fitting welcome!”

      “What, you’re going to berate him after your men treated him like a commoner?” the dwarf sneered at the Duchess, apparently newly emboldened – but by what, I had no idea.

      She scowled at the dwarf, but he paid her no mind. Instead he turned to me and said with the most charming of smiles, “The Church of Eternity welcomes you, sir. I am very glad to see you, despite the unfortunate circumstances of your entrance.”

      “Yeeeaaah…” I said, still not quite sure why everybody had gone all bizarro-world on me. I pointed at the crystal, still clutched in the captain’s hand. “I’m gonna need that back.”

      “Yes – yes, of course!” the Duchess said, almost hyperventilating. She flapped her hand at the captain. “Give it back to him, NOW!”

      The captain of the guard handed me the crystal with a small bow. “Begging your pardon, sir.”

      As soon as I slipped the necklace over my head, I felt its surface vibrate against my bare skin, and Alaria’s voice burst back into my mind like the sweetest music imaginable.

      - Thank Goddess! Can you hear me, Ian?!

      “Yes,” I murmured, which not only answered her question, but could also use the captain’s apology as a cover.

      I wanted to ask Alaria if she knew what the fuck was going on, but things were going better for me than they were 60 seconds ago, and I didn’t want to jinx it by babbling to invisible people.

      “Why did you arrest him?!” the dwarf demanded. “Such shoddy treatment for so eminent a personage!”

      The Duchess stared daggers at the dwarf, then glanced back at me with an obsequious smile. “I am sure you have come a very long distance and you must be tired. Let my servants show you to a room.”

      “A pigsty, perhaps?” the dwarf snickered. “That would be right in line with how you’ve treated him so far.”

      “NO,” the Duchess said in a panic, “it will be the best room in all the castle, I promise you! Other than my own, of course.”

      “…o-kaaaay…” I said, not really know what the hell to make of all this.

      “If we were at a cathedral of the Church of Eternity, I would make sure you had the best room of all, even if I had to displace the Cardinal to do it,” the dwarf said unctuously.

      The Duchess seemed caught between her hatred of the dwarf and her fear of me. “I – well, obviously, I – I mean, I could give you my room, it would just need to be prepared for your eminence – ”

      “A regular room’ll be fine,” I interrupted.

      “Yes, yes, thank you,” the Duchess said gratefully, then waved frantically at what I assumed was her lady-in-waiting. “See him to the room for royal visitors! And after you are established, sir, we shall have a feast in your honor!”

      “…o-kaaaay…” I said as I followed the pretty servant out of the receiving room and down a stone hallway.
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      The Duchess had been right: my room was pretty damn great. Lots of space, high ceilings, a four-poster bed, a sumptuous bath, a desk and plush chair in the corner. All the exposed stone made it a little cold, but a crackling fire in the hearth fixed that. There was even a bearskin rug in front of it, swear to God.

      There was also a table set with pastries, fruit, and bottles of wine. Stig would have loved it. Which reminded me, I needed to get out of here and find him, Soraiya, and Fugly as soon as possible. To that end, I made special note of the arched window that looked out over a small, ivy-covered courtyard.

      The servant girl showed me in, spoke as little as possible, bowed and scraped, and then left as soon as she could.

      As soon as she was gone, I said out loud, “Are you okay?”

      - I’m fine, Alaria assured me.

      “Did you understand any of that back there with the Duchess?”

      - Not a bit. Apparently you’re a VERY important person, she teased.

      I walked over to the window and peered out. The courtyard was very pretty. Better yet, it was completely deserted. The ten-foot drop to the ground was doable, though the impact when I landed would shave off a few of my hit points. The sun had set, and the sky was getting dark – perfect for sneaking out of this damn castle, especially with my Invisibility spell.

      “Alright, I figure I should get out of here and find the others so we can – ”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Shit…”

      I’d just been about to make my grand escape, but if they found out I was missing from my room, I was pretty sure they’d send out a search party for me.

      I walked over and opened the door – and was surprised when the Duchess herself bustled in and shut it quickly behind her.

      “I am so sorry for my men’s actions earlier,” she said. “Please do not let that influence your decision in any way.”

      Part of me wanted to ask, WHAT decision? And exactly who do you think I am?

      But I knew that if they figured out I wasn’t who they thought I was, my name was going straight back on the ‘To Be Executed’ list.

      So instead I tried to bluff my way through.

      “No, no, of course not,” I said.

      The Duchess relaxed. “Thank you. I cannot tell you what a relief that is to hear.”

      She was actually quite pretty up close. Just shy of my height, with delicate features and sparkling blue eyes. I’m not usually into women with short hair, but it worked on her. And she smelled pretty great, too – some fancy perfume like a muted version of honeysuckle.

      Her eyes roved over my face like she was trying to read my expression. “Is there anything that could influence your decision? Just out of curiosity.”

      Fuck.

      “Um… well… sure. Potentially.”

      She took a step closer to me. “What sort of things?”

      - I think this bitch is coming on to you, Alaria said in amusement.

      “Nooo,” I said.

      I mean, come on – just twenty minutes ago she was about to go all Red Queen on me and shout, Off with his head!

      The Duchess looked puzzled. “No?”

      Shit. I remembered that I couldn’t answer Alaria’s questions out loud like that. Not with other people around.

      I fumbled around for something to say. “I meant… you ‘know.’ Not ‘no,’ but… you know.”

      The Duchess stared at me. Her lips parted the tiniest bit, and she seemed to be breathing faster.

      “I believe I do,” she whispered.

      She reached up, unfastened the catch at the neck of her robes, and let them slide over her shoulders and fall to the floor.

      Guess she had the ‘quick release’ royal robes on.

      She stood there naked in front of me, her body lit beautifully by the firelight.

      “Oh my GOD,” I gasped.

      - Haha – STILL think the bitch isn’t coming on to you? Alaria snickered.

      The Duchess looked hurt, and she covered her breasts with one arm tentatively, like she was trying to shield herself. “You… you do not like what you see?”

      Oh, me likey.

      She was slender but pleasantly soft, with small, perky breasts that sloped upwards and ended in pink, conical, puffy nipples.Her waist was tiny, with a tuft of blonde, curly hair between her milky thighs.

      The view sent Little Ian reaching for the sky pretty quickly – but it wasn’t the very doable naked woman in front of me that concerned me.

      It was the little voice in my head, and how she might react to me shtupping another woman – especially when she wasn’t able to. Y’know, being without a body and all.

      “Uh…” I muttered.

      - Goddess, tell her you’d hit her! Alaria nearly shouted.

      “It’s ‘hit that,’” I hissed.

      “What?” the Duchess frowned, now confused.

      - Just fuck her already!

      “You’re okay with this?” I whispered.

      - Of course I am, as long as I get to watch! Well, FEEL, since I can’t really SEE…

      The Duchess didn’t know that I had Alaria talking in my ear, so she assumed my question was directed towards her.

      “I haven’t been with a man since my husband died, so yes… I am most assuredly ‘okay with this.’ And,” she added slyly, “I would do anything to help you make your… decision. Anything.”

      - Ohhhh, she wants it in the ‘out door’! Alaria said gleefully.

      “Noooo,” I said to Alaria, like I couldn’t believe it.

      Of course, the Duchess interpreted it as though I were speaking to her.

      “Oh yes,” she assured me, then mouthed silently, Anal.

      Holy shit.

      - You are DEFINITELY doing her up the ass! Alaria commanded.

      “One thing at a time,” I said. “You’re sure?”

      - YES!

      “Yes,” the Duchess whispered, her breasts heaving.

      So I stepped forward to kiss her.
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      I circled my hands around the Duchess’s warm body and pulled her in close to me, then pressed my lips against hers.

      She closed her eyes and surrendered.

      Her lips were warm and soft, and yielded to my tongue.

      I began to caress her bare back with my hands, then let them drop down to her ass. She had a pleasantly ample derriere for such a petite woman, and I kneaded her soft skin beneath my fingers.

      “Mmmmm,” she moaned into my mouth, and pressed her hips forward against mine, grinding into my erection.

      - Ohhhhhhh, Alaria moaned along with her. Oh GODDESS…

      I broke off the kiss. “You can feel that?”

      “Oh, can I,” the Duchess murmured, and slid her hand down the front of my pants.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I’d been talking to Alaria.

      - I don’t know what’s happening, but it’s like I can FEEL every sensation in your body… and I can feel hers, too. Like I’m in both your bodies at once, and feeling it all. Don’t stop, keep going!

      The Duchess shivered a tiny bit, so I moved her over to the rug in front of the fireplace. Then I lowered my head to her neck and began to nibble and lick. She tilted her head to give me more access and made soft, sweet murmurs with every kiss.

      I cupped one of her breasts in my hand and felt the weight of it in my palm. I began to stroke the nipple, and felt it harden a little beneath my fingers.

      “Ohhhhh,” the Duchess moaned, and went back to rubbing my cock through my pants.

      - Get undressed! Alaria begged. Get undressed NOW!

      I complied. I stepped back, kicked off my boots, and began to undo my cloak.

      The Duchess, meanwhile, sank to her knees in front of me on the rug and quickly undid my pants.

      “Oh,” she gasped as my cock sprang out at full attention.

      I wondered if she was going to be any good at this – you know, being a high-falutin’ royal and all.

      I shouldn’t have worried.

      She gripped the base lightly with one hand and licked the underside of my shaft from my balls up to my crown.

      “Oh,” I murmured.

      - OH, Alaria moaned even louder in my mind.

      Then the Duchess slid her warm, wet mouth over my head and began to lightly suck. At the same time, she used her other hand to play with my balls, cupping them and tickling them.

      “OH,” I moaned.

      - OHHHHHH, Alaria groaned.

      Duchess had some skills.

      She bobbed her head up and down on my shaft – but the best part was when she looked up at me with those sparkling blue eyes. That royal face that had been so commanding and imperious back in the throne room now looked lustful and submissive with her lips wrapped around my cock.

      Fuuuuuuck, that’s hot…

      I even forgot about the part where she’d threatened to kill me.

      - Get her up on the bed and fuck her, Alaria moaned. PLEASE.

      I stopped the Duchess from continuing. She looked apprehensive at first until I completely shucked off my pants. All I was wearing now was the necklace with Alaria’s crystal touching my bare chest.

      Then I lifted the Duchess up by her hand. Once she was standing, I bent and grabbed her under her knees and the small of her back and swept her off her feet. She was so light and petite, it was easy.

      “OH!” she giggled, and looped her arms around my shoulders for a kiss as I carried her over to the bed.

      - Hey, Alaria said petulantly, why haven’t you done that to ME?

      “Soon,” I promised.

      “No,” the Duchess said, misinterpreting me. “Now.”

      Then she looked a little bashful, and added, “…please.”

      I grinned and threw her onto the bed, where she bounced a couple of times with another high-pitched giggle. I remained standing. I grabbed her legs and pulled her roughly to the edge of the bed, and she gasped with anticipation.

      “Any requests?” I said aloud. I was getting the hang of talking to two women at once.

      “W-whatever you want,” the Duchess whispered, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling.

      - Put her legs up over your shoulders! Alaria ordered happily.

      I grabbed the Duchess’s ankles, lifted them, and pressed them against my shoulders. Then I grabbed the head of my cock, angled it between her legs, and put the tip against her lips.

      Her pussy was drenched. I could even see her wetness glistening in the firelight.

      She stared up at me, trembling slightly, her eyes locked onto mine –

      And then I eased forward into her.

      “OHHHHH,” she moaned, her eyes rolling back up into her head.

      - OHHHHHH! Alaria groaned along with her.

      “You can feel that?” I asked.

      “Every inch!” the Duchess sighed happily.

      - OH YEAH, Alaria said enthusiastically. I can feel you AND her. It’s INCREDIBLE.

      That wasn’t the only thing that felt incredible. The Duchess’s pussy was soft and wet, and just the right amount of looseness – not tight at all, which was wonderful. I began to rock back and forth inside her, moving on the balls of my feet as I held onto her ankles with my hands.

      “UNNNNH,” the Duchess moaned again.

      Because of our different heights – she was maybe an inch higher on the bed than my hips – the head of my cock was angled up inside her and stroking her g-spot with every slow movement I made.

      Her clit was a little pink bud at the top of her lips, wet and glistening. I licked my forefinger, touched the wet tip to the hood, and began to slowly massage her.

      “UNNNHHHH!” she cried out loudly.

      - Oh FUCK that’s hot, Alaria murmured.

      Suddenly the crystal began to thrum and buzz against my skin.

      “You’re vibrating,” I said.

      “Am I?” the Duchess gasped as she looked at me, then rolled her eyes back in her head. “It feels like my entire body is vibrating!”

      - I’m just excited, Alaria whimpered. What does it feel like? The vibrations, I mean.

      “It feels good.”

      “It feels WONDERFUL!” the Duchess moaned.

      - Ian – try something for me?

      “Sure.”

      - Press me against her clit.

      I took off the necklace, grasped the slender crystal in my fingers, and pressed the long, flat side against the Duchess’s clit.

      She looked concerned.

      “What are you – OHHHHHH!” she gasped, and then she didn’t look concerned anymore – just elated.

      I could feel Alaria buzzing between my fingers, so I’m sure the Duchess was getting quite the sensation.

      - OH GODDESS! Alaria moaned.

      “Feels good?”

      - Fucking AMAZING!

      “I’ve never felt anything like it in my LIFE!” the Duchess cried, arching her hips to press even harder into the crystal.

      - Ian – I can feel her body – I can feel the energy in her – squat down a little so your cock is angled up a bit more –

      I squatted down on my heels. The result was that the head of my cock was really bumping up against the Duchess’s g-spot.

      “OHHHHH!” she screamed, her upper body thrashing on the bed.

      - That’s it, that’s it! Alaria cried out. Now put your free hand on her lower belly – place your palm flat down on her skin and press so you can feel your cock through her body, but don’t let up on the crystal!

      I did as I was told. I let go of the Duchess’s ankles and pressed my left palm firmly against her lower belly. Now I could feel every thrust of my cock jutting up inside her.

      At the same time, I put a bit more pressure on the Duchess’s clit with the crystal, which was vibrating even more intensely.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      The Duchess’s eyes bugged out, and every tendon in her neck and upper torso stood out as she screamed. Her entire body went into convulsions, and I felt a spray of hot liquid against my skin.

      She was squirting.

      “AAAAAAAAAAH!” she shrieked as her eyes rolled back into her head.

      - OH FUUUUUUUCK! Alaria screamed.

      I’d been so intent on following instructions that I was distracted enough not to come – but I sure as hell enjoyed the show.

      I eventually slowed down and lifted the crystal off the Duchess’s clit. She stopped thrashing, although there were still little tremors going off in the muscles of her belly, and her skin was covered with a light sheen of sweat.

      “By Astorak’s crown,” the Duchess gasped, “I didn’t even know I could do that!”

      I grinned. “Well, that was just the beginning.”

      She flashed those sparkling blue eyes at me and smiled. “Oh my…”

      “Any other ideas?” I said.

      “You’re doing wonderfully so far,” the Duchess sighed.

      - Yeah – flip her over and do her doggy style. I want to try something.

      “Okay,” I said, and pulled out.

      “Awww,” the Duchess pouted, then squealed with delight as I flipped her over. I guess she wasn’t used to being manhandled. Then I propped her up on all fours and climbed onto the bed behind her.

      “Like this?” I asked.

      “Whatever you want!” the Duchess replied happily.

      - EXACTLY like that, Alaria agreed.

      I grabbed the woman’s hips, placed the tip of my cock against her soaked, pink lips… and slooooowly pushed my way inside her.

      “UNH!” she grunted, and bunched the bed covers up in her fists.

      - Give her a couple of minutes of good fucking, Alaria said.

      So I did. I started off slow, rocking in and out of her, then speeding up until my lower belly was smacking her ass. Whap whap whap whap whap!

      She loved it. Every time my body slapped against hers, she gave a guttural grunt of pleasure and the occasional impassioned cry.

      - Okay, stop for a second.

      I stopped.

      “What’s wrong?” the Duchess whined, looking around to see what was going on.

      - Now lick me, Alaria commanded.

      I put the crystal in my mouth like a piece of candy and slicked her down.

      - Ooooooh, that feels GOOD, Alaria sighed. Okay, now put me in her ass.

      I looked down at the Duchess’s ass. Between her full, snow-white cheeks, her asshole was a little, pink, puckered rosebud.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised.

      - Absolutely!

      “Yes, do whatever you want!” the Duchess said, and bobbed her ass back and forth a few inches on my rod, trying to get some more action going.

      “O-kaaaay…” I said hesitantly, and very gently eased the tip of the crystal into her ass.

      Whatever she’d been expecting, the Duchess hadn’t been expecting that.

      “Wait,” she said in alarm, “what are you – ”

      Then Alaria turned on the vibrations.

      “OH!” the Duchess gasped.

      - Deeper! Alaria urged me.

      “Are you sure?”

      - Trust me, she LOVES it!

      “Y-yes,” the Duchess moaned, and I sloooowly pressed the crystal deeper. At the same time, I felt the vibrations grow so intense that I could feel them in my cock, all the way through her body.

      Alaria really was a crystal butt plug. And a vibrating one at that.

      “OHHHHHHHH!” the Duchess screamed.

      - Now fuck her brains out! Alaria yelled happily.

      Without warning, I started slamming into the Duchess as fast as I could, from zero to 60 in one second flat. The Duchess lowered her head to the bed and screamed at the top of her lungs, her voice muffled by the bedspread.

      I just prayed nobody thought she was getting murdered, and that a dozen guards wouldn’t burst in here while we were going at it.

      The Duchess cleared up any possible misunderstandings, though, when she started to scream, “I’M COMING – OHHHHHH I’M COMIIIIINGGG – ”

      I guess her screams sent Alaria over the top, because she began screaming, too.

      - OH GODDESS – OH GODDESS –

      And that just completely sent me over the edge, too.

      “OH FUCK!” I roared as I exploded inside of the Duchess.

      After all three of us came (if a crystal can actually ‘come’), Alaria said, - Okay, you can pull me out now.

      I slid both her and my cock out, then collapsed on the bed. The Duchess snuggled up next to me in the crook of my arm and began tracing her fingers across my chest.

      “That was lovely. And I never knew you could do such things with a dungeon core,” she smirked naughtily.

      I looked at her in surprise. “So you know it’s a dungeon core?”

      “Of course,” she laughed. “You are the only person who would have one.”

      I lay there, trying to work out exactly how to find out who she thought I was.

      “And what do you think I would do with it?” I asked, trying to sound as playful and casual as possible.

      “Besides what you just used it for? Nothing, I would hope,” the Duchess said, then got up from the bed and walked over to her clothes on the floor. “Please excuse me, but my absence will be missed, so I must be getting back.”

      I was pretty sure everybody in the castle knew exactly what she was doing after all that screaming, but I didn’t bother contradicting her.

      “We’ll have a feast in your honor within the hour,” she continued as she stepped into her robes. “You can go ahead and freshen up, and I’ll send someone to fetch you when it’s time.”

      The last thing I wanted was to spend the next couple of hours sitting around talking to a bunch of strangers, trying to impersonate someone when I had no idea who I was supposed to be. It would be a minefield of possible mistakes, and I had no intention of stepping into it.

      “Um, thanks, but this is fine,” I said, pointing at the table set with pastries and fruit.

      From the Duchess’s expression, you would have thought I’d thrown a bucket of ice water on her.

      “You do not want a feast in your honor?” she asked, her face a mixture of shock and fear.

      “No, I had a long day, and… uh, I have another big one ahead of me tomorrow.”

      “…I see…” she said tentatively as she pulled all her clothes into place. She looked unhappy. “I trust I have not given offense by coming to see you like this?”

      “What? No! No, of course not. This was great. THANK you.”

      Relief flooded back into her face, and she smiled. “Oh, good. Well, I thoroughly enjoyed it.”

      “So did I.”

      “Perhaps we can do it again,” she purred. “I can slip away after midnight, if you like.”

      I wasn’t planning to be here after midnight, and the last thing I needed was her sending the castle guard looking for me.

      “Um, I’m going to need a good night’s sleep for tomorrow, so maybe that’s not the best idea.”

      Her face fell again. “Oh. Um… alright…”

      I didn’t need her getting suspicious, so I added, “Maybe tomorrow? After the… thing?”

      She looked like a seven-year-old girl who’d just gotten a pony. Her face lit up with a gigantic smile, and she beamed with pleasure. “I would like that very much.”

      Jeez, she REALLY wanted to get laid…

      “Okay, then,” I said. “See you tomorrow night.”

      She looked slightly confused. “Actually, you’ll see me in the morning.”

      I will?

      “Uhhhh… right. For the thing.”

      “Yes,” she grinned, and paused at the door as she opened it. “Sleep well.”

      “You too.”

      She smiled again, then pulled the door closed behind her.

      I waited until the sound of her footsteps retreated down the hall, then I leapt up and bolted the door.

      “Do you have ANY idea what’s going on?” I asked as I slipped the necklace around my head.

      - Yeah, we just had some pretty great sex, Alaria sighed contentedly.

      “No, I mean what the hell’s going on tomorrow and why she was running hot and cold.”

      - Oh. No, I have no idea.

      “I have to get out of here and find Stig and Soraiya,” I muttered as I hurriedly got dressed. “And Fugly. And that fairy of yours, too.”

      - You sure you don’t want to invite her back again for another round? Alaria asked, disappointment in her voice.

      “What, do you want to stay a crystal forever?”

      - There are certain… ‘benefits,’ she giggled.

      “What, like being a vibrator?”

      - What’s a vibrator?

      I stopped dressing. If this world didn’t have vibrators, no wonder the Duchess had lost her shit.

      “You guys don’t have vibrators? They’re devices that, well, vibrate, and women put them against their clits so that they can – ”

      - Oh, enchanted phalluses, Alaria said. Yes, we have those. Apothecaries and magicians sell them. ‘Vibrators’ – what an odd name.

      I actually thought ‘enchanted phallus’ was way worse, but I didn’t say anything. I wanted to get dressed and get out of here. After all, I had a long night ahead of me.

      Little did I know it was going to be even longer than I thought.
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      I peeked out of the window at the moonlit courtyard and waited until I was absolutely sure no one was around. Then I climbed out the window, turned around, dangled from the ledge by my fingertips, and let go.

      CLOP!

      My feet stung as I landed, but I was alright. Only 0.5% off my Health.

      Time to get out of here.

      I stole through the darkness, looking for a way out of the ivy-covered courtyard. I would save Invisibility in case I heard anyone coming my way –

      “My, but you’re a busy gentleman this evening, aren’t you?” an amused voice asked behind me.

      I spun around in alarm as the dwarf stepped out from the shadows into the moonlight.

      “All that exercise just a few minutes ago,” he said insinuatingly, “and now a stroll in the evening air.”

      I blushed. “You heard that?”

      He grinned. “Oh, yes. I must say, you’re either prodigiously endowed or marvelously skilled.”

      - Yeah, RIGHT, Alaria snorted derisively.

      “Quiet, you,” I growled.

      The dwarf looked taken back. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Sorry, I wasn’t talking to – never mind,” I grumbled. “Why do you say that? About the ‘prodigiously endowed’ part?”

      “Because I never thought I’d ever hear that icy bitch thaw out, so you must have something in your arsenal to do it,” the dwarf smirked.

      - Yeah – ME, Alaria laughed.

      “Mrm,” I grunted, then said to the dwarf, “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go for that walk – ”

      “Join me for a drink first, my friend,” the dwarf said, and gestured with his hand towards the opposite side of the courtyard. “My quarters are right over there.”

      “I really need to – ”

      “I will make it very worth your while,” the dwarf said insinuatingly.

      - Oooo-OOOOOH! Alaria called out, like a little kid seeing two people kissing. Sounds like Ian’s going to talk a short walk on the wild side tonight!

      “NO,” I snapped.

      The dwarf frowned. “…no?”

      - Come onnnn – you won’t know if you like it till you try it! Alaria teased. And he’s EXACTLY the right height to give you a –

      “Shhh!” I hushed her.

      “Are you shushing me?” the dwarf asked indignantly.

      “Uh… look… you’re a handsome guy and all, but… I just don’t swing that way.”

      The dwarf looked confused. “What swing?”

      “It’s an expression – never mind. No offense, I just don’t like… dudes.”

      The dwarf stared at me for a couple of seconds in shock.

      Then he burst out laughing, and immediately clapped a hand to his mouth to stifle the noise.

      Once he had himself under control, he snickered, “Oh my good fellow, trust me, that is NOT what I meant. I was thinking more along the lines of…”

      He jiggled a small bag hanging from his belt, and I heard the metallic clink of coins.

      Helloooooo.

      Maybe I could get some information out of this guy along with a little cash. After all, I had a fucking mob boss to pay off.

      The dwarf saw the change in my expression and raised an eyebrow. “So, how about that drink?”

      “…why not.”

      “Good. Follow me – it’s practically a maze in here.”

      “Lead the way.”

      As I followed him through the courtyard, I saw the embossed symbol of the sword through the infinity symbol on his back. The silver threads seemed to glow in the moonlight.

      “I must say,” the dwarf said, “I’m glad you spared me the trouble of having to get into your room. I’m sure Evala has it under guard – from the hallway, at least. And it was far easier for you to get out that window than for me to get in.”

      “Ee-VAHL-uh?” I asked.

      “The Duchess of Vos. Otherwise known as the woman you treated to the night of her cold, tightly controlled, power-hungry life.”

      “I guess you’re not a fan of hers.”

      “THAT is putting it mildly,” the dwarf said as he rounded a corner and walked down a stone corridor. “She’s been a thorn in my side for many years. Although, hopefully, if you and I can come to an arrangement… perhaps I can be a dagger in hers.”

      I looked down at him in surprise. “Um…”

      He gestured dismissively, batting one hand in the air. “Figuratively speaking. I’m not an assassin – no need to call the palace guard on me.”

      We reached a wooden door, which he opened and gestured for me to enter. “After you.”

      I walked into a very nice suite of rooms. Not as nice as mine, but still sumptuous. There were tapestries lining the walls, a table set with wine bottles and silver goblets, and a fire roaring in the fireplace.

      As soon as we walked in, four women emerged from what I assumed was the adjoining bedroom. They were nuns – or at least the OtherWorld equivalent, with dark grey robes embossed with the same sword and infinity symbol as the dwarf’s. In addition, they wore white habits that covered everything above their shoulders except their faces.

      And they were exceptionally lovely faces – all human. Beautiful eyes, high cheekbones, sensual lips. One woman was white, another black, the third Hispanic, and the last Asian. They all smiled demurely, then lowered their eyes.

      “A bit of wine for our guest, Delara,” the dwarf said as he climbed up into a wooden chair by the table.

      As I sat down, the Asian nun came over and poured a bottle of wine into the silver goblet closest to me, then some into the dwarf’s.

      “Thank you,” he said, then smiled at me. “We never had a proper introduction. I am Urik Gladesborn, High Emissary of the Church of Eternity. The Duchess calls me Emissary, if she’s not calling me ‘you wretched little bastard.’ You may call me Urik, as my friends do.”

      “Ian Hertzfelder,” I said.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Ian Hertzfelder.”

      “Just Ian.” I sipped the wine, then looked at the goblet in surprise. “Damn, that’s good.”

      “Only the best for the Church,” Urik smiled. “I can’t abide the wretched swill they make in Vos, so I bring my own supplies when I’m forced to come here. So… judging from what I heard earlier in the courtyard, you’ve already entered the beginning of ‘negotiations’ with the Duchess.”

      I blushed at him knowing what I’d done the last 30 minutes – but also frowned in confusion. “‘Negotiations’?”

      Urik chuckled. “There’s no need to play coy, Ian. We are, after all, adults here.”

      The dwarf snapped his fingers, and the Caucasian nun brought over an ornate wooden box and placed it on the table. Urik opened it.

      Inside was a pile of 100-piece gold coins.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped.

      Urik smiled. “Of course, this would be merely a down payment. I can guarantee you 30,000 gold in exchange for your cooperation.”

      - Goddess, Alaria whispered inside my head.

      I was a bit more ebullient.

      Fuck YEAH! I inwardly screamed.

      30,000 gold?!

      Maybe this was the ‘To Be Determined’ gold that the quest had been talking about!

      I could pay Varkus off and have a ton left over for myself!

      But there was still one fly in the ointment: I had no idea what the fuck I had to do to get the money.

      I gazed at the gold hungrily. “And for that, you would want…?”

      The dwarf chuckled again. “You do enjoy making me spell things out, don’t you? Why, I have no idea, unless you’re trying to entrap me.”

      “Heh… entrap you…” I said uneasily, forcing a laugh.

      Urik waggled a finger. “I warn you, I have four witnesses here who will swear on the Holy Tome that I have done nothing improper!”

      The four nuns tittered like he’d just made a funny joke.

      When I didn’t say anything, Urik sighed. “You’re going to make me say it out loud, aren’t you? Alright – what’s a little conspiracy amongst friends, eh? I would need a decision in favor of the Church.”

      “…decision,” I said, still not understanding at all.

      “Yes. Do that, and I’ll gladly pay you the full amount… after all is said and done.”

      I sat there looking at him.

      He sat there looking at me, waiting.

      Urik obviously wasn’t going to say anything more, and I didn’t want to potentially give myself away, so I stood up. “Um… let me sleep on it and I’ll get back to you.”

      The dwarf got a panicked look on his face, and I saw the nuns all glance at each other with trepidation.

      “What did Evala offer you?” Urik demanded.

      I frowned. “We just had sex, that’s all.”

      “Right… ‘sex,’” Urik said, putting air quotes around the words with his fingers. “Whatever ‘sex’ she was offering, I’ll double it.”

      I glanced over at the nuns. “…double it?”

      Urik looked over at the women, then looked back at me.

      “You want to fuck my nuns?” he asked in a surprised voice.

      “What?! No – ”

      - YES! Alaria chimed in.

      “Fine,” Urik said. “Pick any two you like.”

      - ALRIGHT! This is going to be a tough choice… ask him if we can see what they look like naked first…

      “NO!” I yelped.

      Urik’s eyes bugged out. “‘No’?! You mean, you want MORE than two?!”

      “What?! No, that’s not – ”

      “Fine,” Urik interrupted with a heavy sigh. “You can have three of them.”

      - Ask him for ALL of them! Alaria shouted.

      “I am not ASKING for all of them!” I hissed.

      “You DEMAND to fuck ALL my nuns?!” Urik gasped.

      - YES!

      “What?! No – NO!”

      The four women were looking at each other with wide eyes.

      Urik shook his head woefully. “You are a tough negotiator, I’ll give you that… very well. One night with all four of my nuns, plus the gold. Do we have a deal?”

      I looked over at the four women in shock.

      They were all staring back at me.

      “I…”

      “Good!” Urik said as he grabbed my hand and shook it. “It’s a deal.”

      “What?! Wait!”

      The dwarf grabbed the box of gold and hopped down from his chair. “I’ll just take a little stroll… a couple of hours, or even longer if need be. Ladies, please, show him a time worthy of the Church of Eternity.”

      - HELL YEAH! Alaria shouted.

      “No!” I cried out as Urik opened the door.

      “Too late to go back on the deal now,” the dwarf grinned, then slammed the door behind him.
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      I turned around slowly, wondering how the hell I’d gotten myself into this.

      The nuns were all looking at each other, using the silent language of women everywhere. What they were saying to each other, God only knows.

      Probably something about their disgust at being used as bartering chips in whatever fucked-up negotiation I’d unwittingly engaged in.

      “Look,” I said apologetically, “that was – I don’t even know what that was. I don’t care what he said, you don’t have to do anything. Really.”

      The nuns all looked at me, their eyes shining and their mouths smiling.

      And then they parted the fronts of their robes, exposing their naked bodies.

      Their very bangin’ naked bodies.

      I stood there and stared, my mouth wide open.

      - Call me crazy, Alaria said, but I think they WANT to do something. And quite possibly ANYTHING.

      I just stood there gawking. The variety on display was pretty damn hot. All different-sized breasts, from a B-cup to double D’s. All different areolas, from dark pink to light brown to chocolate. The white woman had a full bush of brown hair, the Hispanic woman had a landing strip, and the black and Asian women were completely bare. Their bodies ranged from athletic to curvy in all the right places. And all of their nipples were getting harder as I watched.

      Something of mine was getting harder, too – which didn’t go unnoticed.

      The women greedily stared at my crotch, then pulled at their robes, which fell to the floor unimpeded.

      What the fuck – did every woman in this kingdom have rip-away clothes?!

      The only things they still wore were their habits, which covered their heads and necks and ended just above their collarbones.

      Are they going to keep those on? I wondered.

      It turned out the answer was ‘yes.’

      The four women swarmed me all at once, touching my arms and chest, kissing my face and mouth, rubbing my erection and clutching my ass beneath my pants. They hurriedly tugged off my clothes, each one taking a different item of clothing, until I stood there naked as they were. (Actually, even more naked, given that they were all still wearing their head dresses.)

      Then the Hispanic woman grabbed me by the cock and led me into the other room, where all four pushed me down onto the bed.

      “Oh my God,” I muttered as they gathered all around me on the bed.

      - Oh, this is going to be GOOD, Alaria said gleefully.

      Each woman began to do something different to me, though they all worked in teams. The Asian woman took my right hand, the black woman took my left, and they both put my palms and placed them on one of their breasts. As I began to fondle them, the white and Hispanic chick leaned down over my crotch and began to make out with each other – with my cock between their lips.

      It was incredible.

      - Oh FUCK, Alaria gasped. So THIS is what it’s like to have a penis!

      It became a symphony of sensual movement. The Asian and black women moved my hands from their breasts to between their legs, where they were already dripping wet. I got the hint and inserted two fingers in each of their pussies, and began to finger them as they moaned and rubbed their own clits.

      Meanwhile the Hispanic woman crawled up my body, keeping low so that her gorgeous tits trailed softly against my skin. She put them right in my face, and I began to suck greedily on one of her nipples.

      Then, without warning, I felt something hot and wet envelop my cock.

      I gasped in pleasure as I felt the white chick settle her weight down on me and start grinding away. At the same time, the Hispanic woman turned around so that I was looking at her perfect ass. Then she scooted back, settled down on my face, and pressed her drenched pussy right on my mouth.

      - OH MY GODDESS, THIS IS GREAT! Alaria shrieked.

      I started lapping at the Hispanic woman’s clit, and heard her cries muffled amidst the wet sounds of kisses.

      I immediately fired up my All-Seeing Eye to find out what was going on.

      Turns out the Hispanic nun and the white nun were French kissing and fondling each other’s boobs as one bobbed up and down on my cock and the other grinded against my face.

      I groaned in pleasure. Thank God I’d come just 30 minutes before, or I would have bust a nut right then and there.

      The Asian woman and black woman lifted themselves off my hands. At first I wondered if I’d been too distracted, but they were merely changing it up as they got on top of each other in a 69 position and began to go down on each other.

      They were right next to me, so I reached over and felt their bodies, cupped their breasts, tweaked their nipples.

      The black woman, whose head was right next to mine, took my hand and inserted it into the Asian woman’s pussy, then went back to eating her out.

      The Asian chick moaned in pleasure, and rocked back and forth on my fingers.

      Suddenly the white woman started to moan louder. I felt the pressure intensify on my cock as she ground back and forth, and then suddenly she was screaming.

      It was too much for me. I screamed into the plump, wet lips covering my face as I came inside the white chick.

      - OH GODDESS! Alaria screamed in ecstasy.

      Seconds later the Hispanic woman removed herself from my face, and the white woman pulled herself off my cock.

      “Oh… oh…” I panted, a little disappointed that it was ending so soon.

      Actually, it had only begun.

      The Hispanic and white woman double-teamed my cock again, the Hispanic woman deepthroating me while the white woman tickled my balls with her tongue. My dick went from gradually fading to full-on erection again – at which point the Hispanic woman climbed on top of me, grabbed my cock, and slid down on it as she began to ride me in reverse cowgirl.

      The white woman, meanwhile, slid down to my feet and began to suck on my toes.

      What the FUCK?!

      I’d never had that happen before…

      Felt pretty goddamn good, though it tickled like a motherfucker.

      - Use me on one of them! Alaria begged me. Use me like a vibrator!

      I tapped the black girl on the shoulder. She stopped eating out the Asian long enough to look over at me with a smile, like Yes?

      “Get on your back with your pussy close to my face,” I told her. “I want to try something.”

      She and the Asian woman shuffled positions, with the black woman spreading her legs close to my head.

      The Asian woman crawled on top and began to grind her pussy into the black woman’s mouth. Though her face was contorted in bliss, the Asian chick watched in curiosity as I took the necklace from around my head and placed the crystal against the black woman’s clit.

      - Here we go! Alaria announced gleefully, and began to vibrate.

      “MMMMMM!” the black woman shrieked into the Asian woman’s crotch. Within seconds her thighs were twitching and her lower belly was spasming uncontrollably.

      Everybody else stopped what they were doing. The Asian woman looked down with her mouth wide open. The Hispanic woman looked over her shoulder. And the white woman crawled up next to me to watch.

      After about 30 seconds, the black woman’s hand moved down and batted away the crystal. When the Asian woman got off her face, the black woman was grinning and panting, her breasts heaving.

      “Me next!” the Asian pleaded.

      “No, me!” the Hispanic begged.

      “Me!” the white woman groaned.

      “Relax, ladies, you’ll all get your chance,” I reassured them.

      - Fuck yeah they will, Alaria laughed.

      One by one, the women lay on the bed next to me, their pussies facing me and their legs spread wide. One by one, I applied the crystal to their clits and let Alaria buzz away. One by one, they screamed in ecstasy, their muscles twitching until they couldn’t handle it anymore and had to stop me from stimulating them. One by one, they switched places, collapsing on the bed as another one took her place.

      It was a constant cycle, from women writhing on my cock for a while, to going down on each other, to lying on the bed next to me and getting their clits buzzed. After they’d all had their turn, the women began to improvise. They would kiss the woman being vibrated, fondle her breasts, even finger her while I pressed the crystal to her clit. The woman would eventually scream in ecstasy, then collapse on the bed in a heap of trembling flesh while another woman took her place.

      Every clit got licked or buzzed, every breast was fondled, every pussy was penetrated. I began putting the crystal against them while they were on top of me. I loved it as their bodies went into orgasmic spasms around my shaft.

      I began inserting two fingers and stroking their g-spots as I used the crystal. After the Asian squirted and screamed, they ALL had to do it. Then I inserted the crystal into their pussies, and later their asses as they finger-fucked each other to even more squirting. It all devolved into a tangle of limbs, drenched with the women’s juices, writhing, kissing, touching, licking, fondling, fucking, coming.

      I must have busted a nut three or four times, but I never had a chance to go soft, because another woman would take her place and work me until I was rock-hard again. At first it reminded me uncomfortably of the sex cult at the volcano, but once I reasoned that I could stop it anytime I wanted, I just went with the flow and let them ride me over and over.

      Finally the nuns had had enough. They collapsed into a pile atop me, their breasts heaving with exertion, their bodies wet with sweat, giant smiles plastered on their faces. The only weird thing was they were all still wearing their wimples, though they were pretty askew by the end.

      I was through, too. After five orgasms, I was done. I blissfully felt my cock go soft as I cupped a breast here, caressed an ass there, and kissed one pair of soft, supple lips after another.

      - Well, it’s official, Alaria sighed happily. That was the BEST negotiation I’ve ever been part of.
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      After a series of farewell French kisses, I got dressed and left the nuns to a deep, dreamless sleep. Urik hadn’t returned yet, so I set out on my own.

      As I threaded my way through the ivy-covered columns in the courtyard, I wondered what the hell Urik and Evala wanted from me.

      “You got any idea what they were talking about? Either the dwarf or the Duchess?” I asked Alaria.

      - None whatsoever. Why did we have to leave? she complained.

      “I think we tuckered out his nuns.”

      - I wasn’t tired.

      “Yeah, well, you’re a crystal.”

      - I don’t see what THAT has to do with –

      Out of the darkness, a whistled tune drifted through the courtyard, sad and haunting.

      I stopped in my tracks.

      The music stopped at the same time.

      I stood there, my heart beating faster.

      - What was THAT? Alaria asked.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      I waited almost a minute, wondering if I should cast Invisibility.

      When the music didn’t resume, I convinced myself that it was some passing servant who had reentered the castle. I started walking –

      “Nice little scam you have going there, Warlock,” a familiar voice said softly.

      Zoran.

      The Monk bounty hunter.

      I looked around in a panic. I couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from, it was so dark.

      “First the Duchess, then a quartet of nuns… what in the world did you tell them to make them bend over for you?”

      I hid behind the nearest column and pressed flat against the ivy.

      “I think they’ve mistaken you for something that you’re not,” the voice continued. “Won’t they be surprised to find out what you really are: a shiftless, debt-dodging, thieving little worm. Once they discover the truth, I doubt they’ll be so quick to hike up their dresses for you again.”

      “I can pay off Varkus,” I whispered – afraid to attract the attention of palace servants, but hoping my voice was loud enough for Zoran to hear.

      It was.

      “You have the money?” the disembodied voice asked.

      “I’ll have it tomorrow.”

      “That’s too bad. Because we need it now.”

      “I just need a little time.”

      “That’s what they all say… and then they always run.” The Monk gave an unfriendly little laugh. “No extra time for you, Warlock. But you know what time it is?”

      “Time to pay?” I asked sarcastically.

      “No. Time to die.”

      Two red points suddenly bloomed in the darkness. I didn’t realize what I was looking at until several lights ignited in the air and lit up a bald head with the skull-like grin.

      Sketterex, the undead Shaman.

      Shit!

      I started to cast a spell –

      The lights suddenly flew through me. They felt like bitterly cold water passing through my body.

      I stumbled backwards as my hit points dropped 2%.

      “Harbingers of the Underworld,” the Shaman cackled.

      He gestured with one hand, and white mist billowed into the air in the shape of a dragon’s head. The monster opened its mouth and blasted me with purple light that sent me sprawling to the ground.

      Another 3% down.

      “Soul of the Dragon,” the Shaman announced.

      A dozen ghostly hands reached up out of the ground and grabbed me, pinning me to the cobblestones. I struggled against them, but discovered I couldn’t move.

      A tiny computer window appeared:

      You have been Bound for 6 seconds!

      “Binding of Spirits,” the Shaman sneered.

      5…

      With my head clasped to the ground, all I could do was look up.

      4…

      Thirty feet above me, a figure appeared on the edge of the castle roof.

      I could see the glimmer of moonlight on his silver hair.

      Then his fist glowed blue.

      3…

      “Goodbye, Warlock,” Sketterex snickered.

      2…

      Zoran stepped off the ledge and fell towards me, his glowing fist racing towards my face –

      1…

      Shit shit SHIT –

      And then a purple blur tackled him midair and SLAMMED him into the nearest ivy-colored pillar.

      What the fuck?!

      As Zoran fell to the ground, I heard the flap of bat wings above me.

      “Well, that was close,” a woman’s voice said.

      “Soraiya?!” I cried out as the ghost hands around me evaporated and I struggled to my feet.

      The plum-colored succubus landed right next to me. “None other – ”

      She’d barely got out the words when Zoran counterattacked.

      He leapt up, kicked off the ivied column, spun midair, and punched Soraiya in the gut.

      “UNF!” she grunted as she hurtled backwards through the air and crashed into the nearest wall.

      Zoran raced after her, hoping to finish her off for good – but she launched herself into the air with a flap of her wings.

      While all that was going on, I heard Sketterex shout, “Serpent’s Spirit!”

      A coil of green electricity wrapped around his arm like a snake –

      But before he could launch it, a thin jet of liquid shot out of the darkness and splattered his face.

      “AGGGH!” the Shaman screamed, clawing his eyes as smoke curled up from between his fingers.

      A small, bat-like creature landed on top of the Shaman’s head and began biting his skull.

      “FUGLY!” I howled with joy.

      “yah,” he grunted, then went back to work on the Shaman’s scalp like a Doberman on beef jerky.

      I was about to cast a spell when the wind barreled through the corridor like a hurricane, rattling the ivy and sending me tumbling backwards.

      The Air Mage…

      I managed to crawl behind a stone column, which gave me a tiny bit of shelter – but then another tornado-like gust blew perpendicular to the first and sent me somersaulting over the ground again.

      “This is annoying as fuck!” I yelled through gritted teeth as I struggled to stay in one place.

      Cirra touched down on the ground about 20 feet away, her cloak whipping in the wind. She smirked at me as she raised her arms to cast another spell –

      And then Stig appeared in a puff of smoke and slapped her in the face.

      “CHILL, BITCH!” he yelled, then teleported away.

      His attack distracted her, giving me time to cast Terrify.

      Cirra’s face twisted into a mask of panic, and she flew away into the night sky.

      “YES!” I yelled, pumping my arm.

      Unfortunately, my celebration was premature.

      Zoran’s foot came out of nowhere and slammed me upside the head, knocking me to the ground.

      -5% hit points.

      “You’re a hard one to apprehend, I’ll give you that,” the Monk grimaced. “Varkus should pay more for your – AAAAANH!”

      Zoran roared in pain as Soraiya’s fire whip lashed around his face, wrapping several times around his skull.

      She was hovering in the air above him, slightly to his left.

      But rather than try to pull the whip from his sizzling skin, Zoran grabbed the flaming whip and jerked HARD.

      Soraiya came tumbling down towards him, at which point he punched her in the face.

      She collapsed to the ground and screamed in pain.

      Only then did Zoran pull the flaming whip off his face, leaving behind a criss-crossed pattern of scarlet-red burns.

      “Say goodnight, Hellwhore,” the Monk seethed.

      He raised his boot to curb-stomp her head –

      Which was when I hit him with a Darkbolt to the face.

      It threw him off balance, and he stumbled backwards.

      Meanwhile, I pumped as much Health into Soraiya as possible. That last punch had been a doozy, knocking 50% off her hit points.

      I turned back in anticipation of another attack from Zoran when I heard the clatter of boots on cobblestone.

      “Intruders!” a man’s voice cried out. “Intruders!”

      Zoran looked around at me, his eyes two burning points of hatred. “When next we meet, Warlock – you will die.”

      He jumped at the nearest ivy-covered wall, kicked off it, kicked off the opposite wall, and basically parkoured his way up to the roof of the castle.

      I saw a second figure in a long, flapping cloak carrying a third, emaciated body into the night sky. Cirra had made off with Sketterex, apparently.

      The thudding boots were almost upon me.

      “Guys, get out of here!” I hissed at my demons.

      “But – ”

      “GO!”

      Soraiya looked annoyed, but she shot straight up into the night sky, her wings furiously beating the air.

      Fugly tailed along behind her.

      I had no idea what had happened to Stig.

      All I knew was that 50 guards suddenly appeared, swords and spears drawn.

      “Hey guys,” I said as cheerfully as I could.

      “Oh,” the captain of the guard said dourly. “It’s you.”
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      “…and then his assailants flew off into the sky,” the captain finished up. “Again.”

      We were all back in the throne room – except this time it was dark outside, and torches lit the room. Besides me and the soldiers, only the Duchess and Urik were present.

      The Duchess was barely listening to the captain of the guard. Instead, she stared at me dreamily and smiled like she wanted to lick me up and down like an ice cream cone.

      Likewise, Urik was looking pretty confident. He gave me a couple of broad smiles and winks, too.

      I just stood there uncomfortably, trying not to look at either of them.

      After the captain stopped speaking, there was a long, loooong pause.

      “Your Grace?” the captain finally asked.

      “Yes?” the Duchess smiled, never taking her eyes off me.

      “The intruders?” the captain urged.

      “Oh – yes, of course,” she said, coming out of her daydream. She fixed me with a mildly stern look, though it was obviously for show. “Who are these people who keep attacking you?”

      I didn’t think ‘bounty hunters’ would be received that well.

      “You know… people who want to get in the way of… what I do.”

      “Oh, yes,” she murmured, like I’d just said something terribly impressive.

      “Dreadful,” Urik agreed.

      Only the captain seemed immune to my bullshit. “Pardon me, m’lady, but don’t you find it odd that a Grand Inquisitor should be chased so relentlessly by parties unknown? And that he should arrive in the dukedom alone?”

      Aha.

      So that’s what I was: a Grand Inquisitor.

      Whatever the fuck that meant.

      “Slightly odd,” the Duchess agreed, then turned to me. “What say you, sir?”

      “…uh… well… we Grand Inquisitors make a lot of enemies, you know. And, uh… I like to work alone.” I shrugged. “That’s all.”

      “Well put,” she said, and that dreamy smile flowed over her features again.

      “Hear, hear,” Urik nodded.

      “What was he doing out in the middle of the night?” the captain asked belligerently.

      The Duchess turned to me like, Well?

      “I was out for a walk,” I said.

      The Duchess smiled at the captain of the guard. “There, you see? He was out for a walk.”

      “Quite salutary,” Urik agreed. “A brisk stroll in the night air is excellent for one’s health.”

      The captain just huffed indignantly, like he couldn’t believe how idiotic the two most powerful people in the room were acting.

      “You’ve done well, Captain, but you can leave now,” the Duchess said. Then she came out of her daydream and squinted down at Urik. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard the commotion, so I thought I would see what was the matter,” the dwarf said. “As is the right of the Emissary of the Church.”

      The Duchess sighed and rolled her eyes, then addressed the captain. “Make sure the Emissary is shown back to his room.”

      “No need, I’ll be going now,” Urik said.

      As he walked past me, Urik gave an exaggerated wink like, You and I know what’s what.

      “And the Grand Inquisitor?” the captain asked.

      “Hm? Oh… leave us alone, if you will,” the Duchess said.

      “M’lady?”

      “I have things to ask him,” she said imperiously. “Now LEAVE.”

      The captain bowed. “Yes, m’lady…”

      He led the guards out of the throne room, grumbling under his breath the entire way.

      The Duchess stood up from her throne and walked seductively down the steps until she stood in front of me. She smiled and caressed my face with her hand.

      “You seem to have a great deal of trouble lately with certain parties,” she purred. “Perhaps it’s best if you come sleep in my chambers tonight.”

      - HELL YES! Alaria whooped in my head.

      Turns out there wasn’t a whole lot of sleeping, actually.
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      I woke the next morning to a loud knocking on the door.

      I lifted my head groggily and realized I wasn’t in my own room; I was still in the Duchess’s.

      As I struggled to remember what the hell had happened, Alaria supplied the big picture.

      - Well, THAT was quite a night.

      I sat up and felt the crystal necklace dangling against my chest.

      “Did we…?” I muttered as I wiped the sleep from my eyes.

      - OH yes.

      “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

      - Whatever you were about to say, we probably did it.

      I froze in terror and shifted my ass in the bed.

      “My butt doesn’t feel sore,” I said in relief.

      - Oh, that. No, I tried to get you to do it, but you wouldn’t let me. Let’s just say I’ve never been inside a woman before at the same time I was next to a cock bigger than my body.

      My eyes widened. “What cock bigger than your body?!”

      - YOURS, dummy.

      “…oh yeah. Wait – so you were inside the Duchess while I was, too?”

      - Mm-hmmmm. Right up against you.

      Huh. Double penetration with a crystal butt plug. Who woulda thunk it.

      I was adding all sorts of new sex acts to my score card.

      - And I’ve never heard you make THOSE particular sounds when you come, either.

      I smirked. “I’m just enjoying hearing you say I have a huge cock.”

      - No, I said a cock bigger than my body. Don’t get excited, darling, I’m only three inches long.

      “You’re ruining the moment,” I yawned.

      After a short pause, the knocking started up again. I got up out of bed and opened the door a crack so as not to expose my nakedness.

      A cute servant saw me and blushed. I don’t know what she was blushing at, unless it was the fact that she knew what I’d been up to last night.

      “Your presence in the throne room is requested by the Duchess,” the woman said. “Posthaste.”

      Then she curtsied and ran away.

      “Great,” I muttered as I shut the door and went over to find my clothes.

      - She’s being kind of bossy for somebody who had seven different objects up her ass last night, Alaria remarked.

      “SEVEN?!” I asked in disbelief.

      - Seven.

      “Not just you?”

      - Nope. Me and six other things.

      “Maybe she’s grumpy because her butt is sore.”

      When I showed up in the crowded throne room a few minutes later, the Duchess was arguing with Urik, who stood in his customary place at the foot of the dais.

      “NO,” she snarled, “the rest of the party besides the Grand Inquisitor shall be composed entirely of representatives I pick.”

      “M’lady,” the dwarf said, “might I remind you that the Church instigated this process, so we have final say over the members of the party.”

      As soon as I appeared, the Duchess gave me with a smug smile. “Grand Inquisitor, what say you?”

      “About… what, exactly?”

      “The representatives in your party.”

      “Um… what party?”

      Both the Duchess and Urik looked at me like I was daft.

      “The party you will take with you into the dungeon?” the Duchess said, like she was talking to the slowest kid in the class.

      “…oh… yeah… that party…”

      Urik fixed me with a meaningful stare. “I could give you many reasons why you should take the Church of Eternity’s representatives. Thousands of secular reasons, in fact, and four good religious ones.”

      Translation: thousands of gold pieces, and four hot nuns you fucked last night, buddy.

      Of course, the Duchess didn’t know that.

      “Religious reasons?” she snorted contemptuously. “There are no religious reasons for the Grand Inquisitor taking your men into the dungeon.”

      “Of course there are,” Urik said, and counted them off on his fingers. “Removal of wickedness. Cessation of impiety. Lessening of greed. Destruction of idolatry.”

      “I think you mean theft, covetousness, an increase of greed, and the immoral quest for power, all of which the Church is practicing by encroaching on my dungeon.”

      “Your dungeon! Why, only yesterday it was the people’s dungeon – but now the truth comes out!”

      “It is certainly not YOURS, Emissary.”

      “Yet, m’lady. Yet.”

      The Duchess and Urik both turned to me expectantly.

      “What say you, Grand Inquisitor?” the Duchess asked, her voice smooth as silk. “Will you take my representatives with you… or the dwarf’s?”

      Urik glared at her briefly, then turned back to me with a smile. “I am sure you will make the right decision, Grand Inquisitor.”

      Well, shit.

      If I pissed off the Duchess, my head might find itself disconnected from my neck.

      And if I pissed off Urik, I could kiss those 30,000 gold coins goodbye.

      I would resurrect if the Duchess killed me – but if her soldiers found me after I came back to life, I might find myself locked up for good.

      Which would stop me from doing what I’d come here to do in the first place: get Alaria’s soul back in her body.

      But if I didn’t get that money, getting dragged back to Varkus by bounty hunters wouldn’t help me, either.

      SHIT.

      I was awful at office politics. Having to deal with real politics sucked even worse.

      Game of Boners, indeed.

      “There’s five in a dungeon party, right?” I said. “Minus me, that’s four – so let’s do two from the Duchess, and two from the Church. Is that cool?”

      You would have thought I’d flung poo in both their faces.

      “You want to HALVE the number of my men going into the dungeon?” the Duchess exclaimed indignantly.

      “Only TWO representatives of the Church?!” Urik cried out, then stared at me pointedly. “We should have FOUR!”

      One for each nun I’d banged, apparently.

      I looked back and forth between Urik and the Duchess.

      This was going to be a shitshow either way – but I’d already committed myself. Not a good time to back out now, or I’d just look weak.

      “…no… two each,” I said.

      The Duchess and Urik started babbling at me angrily, talking over each other.

      “This is NOT an acceptable arrangement – ”

      “The CHURCH called you here in the first place – ”

      I was too tired to deal with this shit.

      “THE GRAND INQUISITOR HAS SPOKEN!” I yelled at the top of my voice.

      That shut them up.

      For a couple of seconds, they both looked like I’d doused them in ice water.

      Then Urik quickly spoke up. “I call the mage.”

      The Duchess looked furious. “You can’t ‘call’ someone! We shall use the COURT mage!”

      “No, and I want one of our priests to be the healer.”

      “NO, you’ll simply order him to let my men DIE!”

      “This isn’t – ”

      “I don’t – ”

      I turned around and started to walk away.

      “Where are YOU going?!” the Duchess yelled.

      I turned around, looked her in the eyes, and said, “I forgot something in the room where I slept last night. I’m going to go get it, if that’s alright with you.”

      She blushed bright red. I guess it was one thing to let her servants and soldiers hear her doing the nasty, but another entirely to reveal it to the entire court.

      Although by the way all the courtiers were snickering and whispering behind their hands, I was pretty sure it was common knowledge by now.

      “Fine,” the Duchess said icily. “We shall decide on our representatives by the time you return.”

      “Great,” I said, and hustled out of the throne room.

      I could feel both her and Urik staring daggers into my back the entire way.
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      I didn’t go back to the Duchess’s bedroom, though. I went back to mine – and quickly dropped out of the window into the courtyard.

      Fuck both of those assholes. I needed to get to the dungeon, and I didn’t want to deal with a bunch of bullshit while I did it.

      I scanned the sky for any sign of flying Air Mages.

      Didn’t see any.

      “Soraiya?” I called out, hoping she might be up on the roof of the castle or somewhere else close enough to hear me.

      Thank God she was. She swooped down from the roof and landed just a few feet away. She was carrying Stig by the scruff of his neck, and threw him onto the ground distastefully as soon as she landed.

      Fugly flapped down beside Soraiya, and a little blur of gold shot through the air next to him.

      “Are you alright, Mistress?” Wylla cried out.

      - I’m fine, Alaria said, then added in a mystified voice, Why are you still here?

      “I am bound to Mistress forever!” Wylla cried.

      - Wonderful…

      “We were up there waiting for you all night,” Soraiya said to me bitterly, “thinking you might try to escape and need our help – and yet all I heard was a bunch of – ”

      Stig helpfully fucked his ‘OK’ sign with his forefinger.

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “Yes, that,” Soraiya grumbled.

      - Ignore her, Alaria advised. She’s just angry you didn’t invite her in for a threesome.

      “I had to do it to keep my cover,” I said to Soraiya.

      “And you could only do that under the covers, hm?” she sneered.

      Stig leaned forward and sniffed me. “You smell like underpants, boss.”

      Soraiya smiled grimly. “That’s what happens when you – ”

      She made the fwap-fwap-fwap motion with her own fingers.

      “ – all night long.”

      “Oh,” Stig said distastefully.

      “bleh,” Fugly grunted.

      “Did you make babies?” Wylla asked.

      “Enough about last night!” I barked, then turned to Soraiya. “Fly me out of here and towards the coliseum.”

      Soraiya tilted her head and crossed her arms like, You did NOT just say that.

      “Please,” I added.

      “Oh, NOW you want to leave.”

      “Look, the sooner you get me to the dungeon, the sooner we get Alaria back in her body, and the sooner you can leave us.”

      “Fine,” Soraiya muttered, then grabbed me under my armpits.

      “Wait a second – Stig, come here,” I said as I opened up one of my bags.

      With Stig’s disembodied head peeking out beside my belt, Soraiya flew me over the castle walls. It was a pretty majestic sight, with the ivy-covered courtyard surrounded by half a dozen stone towers.

      Unfortunately, a guard on one of those towers spotted us.

      “The Grand Inquisitor has been kidnapped!” he yelled, and immediately put a horn to his lips and blatted out a series of honks.

      Probably some kind of code for Hey, let’s screw Ian over!

      “Crap,” I grumbled, then said to Soraiya, “drop me in the marketplace outside the coliseum.”

      She did as I asked. I pulled Stig out of my bag and then hustled into the first haberdashery I could find. A minute later I emerged in a sweeping red robe that covered my entire head with a crimson cowl.

      I thrust a blue robe at Soraiya and a tiny brown one at Stig. “Here, I bought these for you. Put them on.”

      “Why?” Soraiya asked.

      “Because they think you kidnapped me, and they’ll be looking for a plum-colored succubus. So put it on.”

      “Why can’t I just fly away?” she groused.

      “Because I need you in the dungeon. Come on!”

      “This is stupid,” she grumbled as she took the blue robes from me and pulled them over her head.

      Once it was on, she realized it wasn’t just a robe; it was a burqa, with only a slit for her eyes. Shops sold them in the game for Muslim women who wanted to cover up all the way.

      I didn’t know what a Muslim woman who wore a burqa in the real world would be doing playing a computer game, or why the fuck she’d want to wear one in OtherWorld, too – but at the moment I was damn thankful for the game designers’ overweening political correctness.

      “What in Goddess’ name is this?!” Soraiya grumbled as she peeked out of the slit in her headdress.

      “A burqa.”

      “What’s that?!”

      “Your disguise,” I said, though it definitely wasn’t perfect. Her horns poked up, making her head look way too long, and her folded batwings under the cloth made her look like a hunchback. But it was better than nothing.

      Stig looked like the smallest, ugliest medieval monk you’ve ever seen.

      “Why doesn’t he have to wear anything?” Stig complained as he pointed at Fugly.

      “Because he’d probably just eat it.”

      “yah,” Fugly agreed.

      “What about her?” Stig griped about Wylla.

      “They don’t make ‘em in her size. Now come on, we need to go find four players so we can get into the dungeon.”

      As we walked through the beer gardens towards the coliseum, a platoon of soldiers jogged into the marketplace.

      “SHIT,” I hissed, and sat down quickly at the nearest open spot at one of the long, wooden tables. Then I gestured to Soraiya and Stig. “Sit!”

      Soraiya sat down opposite me, and Stig sat beside me. His eyes could barely see over the top of the table.

      Fugly flapped down beside me, and I grabbed him and shoved him under the table.

      “Stay down there,” I ordered him.

      “nah,” he said, and struggled to get up onto the bench.

      “Stay down there and I’ll feed you,” I whispered.

      “yah,” he agreed, and sat back on his haunches as I reached into my back for some food.

      “DUDE!” a raucous voice laughed right next to me. “It’s like the Handmaid’s Tale, Afghanistan, and a Jawa all walked into a bar!”

      I looked over at the speaker, who sat across the table to my right. It was an orcish Warrior in chain mail with a goofy grin on his face and a huge beer stein in his hand.

      “What?” I asked, perplexed.

      The orc laughed again and pointed at Soraiya, then Stig, then me. “Afghanistan, Jawa, Handmaid’s Tale… you know, that old Hulu show? All the chicks are wearing red?”

      “Yeah, that’s great,” a woman’s voice said drily. “Reduce a show about women’s struggle in a male-dominated theocracy to ‘chicks wearing red.’”

      I looked over to see a very pretty elf with light blue skin, long white hair, and glowing yellow eyes. She was wearing silver robes.

      A Frost Mage.

      “Hey – now it’s gettin’ poli’ical!” a cheery Cockney voice said. “An’ if it gets poli’ical, you know what that means!”

      The Cockney was a goblin dressed in plate armor. From the ornamental shape of his helmet I was guessing he was a Paladin. He had to stand up on the seat next to the orc to reach his stein of beer, which was almost as big as he was.

      “No talk about you having sex, please,” a dry, posh British voice said to the right of the elf. “You’ll put me off my drink. Again.”

      I peered over. To the right of the Frost Mage sat a thin troll dressed in a Priest’s robes. He also wore a tiny pair of spectacles clipped to the bridge of his nose. Which was odd, since everybody had 20/20 vision in OtherWorld – so I guess he did it to look more like himself in the real world.

      The goblin Paladin addressed me directly. “See, mate, yer not supposed to talk about religion, sex, or politics, but if they break the rules first, then I get to talk about whatever I want!”

      “Don’t worry. It’s not like he’s actually having sex,” the Frost Mage assured me.

      “‘EY! I’ll have you know I had a threesome last night!” the goblin Paladin whooped happily.

      “What, with your left and your right hand?” she shot back.

      “EX-actly!” the goblin cheered as he raised both his hands and wiggled the fingers of his armored gauntlets. “Don’t worry, I used a glove! No glove, no love! Lovely birds – I think I’ll keep ‘em around!”

      “Oh god, it’s happening again,” the troll Priest said with a shudder, and pushed his much smaller beer stein away from him.

      “As long as there are no demonstrations like last time!” the orc said with his goofy, gravelly stoner’s laugh.

      “I still have nightmares about that,” the troll murmured.

      “Wot? That was a perfectly beautiful demonstration of my love for a bird!” the goblin grinned, then looked at me. “Completely consensual, mind you – and the bird loved it!”

      “The bird in question being an actual bird, not merely slang for a female,” the troll said to me. “A chicken, as I recall.”

      “You… fucked a chicken?” I asked the goblin in shock.

      “A roasted one, mate!” he shouted gleefully, then pantomimed grasping an invisible rotisserie chicken in front of his crotch and humping it. “She basted my todger in her delectable juices!”

      “She was hot, too,” the orc laughed.

      “So hot I had to let her cool down first before I stuck it in!” the goblin grinned.

      Clearly I had chosen the wrong table to sit at.

      Actually, it probably would have been the right table if I were drunk and chillin’. After all, people who made Star Wars jokes out of nowhere were generally my kind of nerds.

      But I wasn’t drunk and chillin’. I had shit to do.

      However, I couldn’t leave. The palace guards rushed right behind our table on their way to the coliseum.

      I lowered my head to the table to avoid any chance they might see my face.

      The Frost Mage noticed, though she waited until the guards were past to say anything. “Somebody looking for you?”

      I peered at her face, trying to gauge her expression. “…you might say that.”

      “Don’t worry – we won’t give you up,” she assured me.

      “Yeah, we’ll just pull some Jedi mind shit!” the orc laughed, and waved his hand like Obi-Wan. “These are not the Muslims, Handmaid’s Tale chicks, and Jawas you are looking for!”

      “Narc,” Stig suddenly spoke up out of nowhere.

      “Oh-HO, the Jawa speaks!” the orc chuckled. “No, man, I wouldn’t do that to you!”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig answered.

      “What?!” the orc frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “He doesn’t really get how to do it correctly,” I explained.

      “That’s what she said.”

      The orc and goblin burst into laughter.

      “Now THAT was a right good one!” the goblin snorted.

      “That’s what she said.”

      “That’s enough,” I said to Stig, “you’re wearing it out.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      The orc and goblin continued to howl with laughter.

      I looked at the Frost Elf and pointed to her stein of beer. “Can I have that? I’ll buy you another.”

      “No need. He driving you to drink?” she joked as she pushed the stein over in front of me.

      “No, I’m going to drive him to drink,” I said as I slid it over in front of Stig. “There you go.”

      Stig jumped up on the table, straddled the beer stein with both legs, and then tipped it back and buried his face into the foam.

      “That looks almost obscene,” the troll Priest commented.

      “As long as he has something in his mouth he won’t talk,” I said.

      “Bblthat’s bwhat bshe said,” Stig burbled through the beer.

      “I think that’s a gay ‘that’s what he said,’” the orc suggested.

      “Bblthat’s bwhat bshe said.”

      “That doesn’t even work!” I snapped.

      “Bblthat’s bwhat bshe said.”

      “So much for not talking with something in his mouth,” the troll said.

      “Bblthat’s bwhat bshe said.”

      “Ignore him,” I said in exasperation, then looked over my shoulder to verify the guards were gone. “We should probably go.”

      “You still owe me a drink,” the Frost Mage said with a smile.

      “Oh, yeah – sorry,” I said, and looked around. “Where’s the waitress?”

      “Relax, it was a joke,” she reassured me. “It was, like, three coppers.”

      “Here, I’ll pay you – ” I said, reaching into my bag for some money.

      “Dude, chill,” the Frost Elf said.

      Stig pulled his head out of the stein long enough to yell, “CHILL, BITCH!” at me, then stuck his head back in the beer.

      The entire table erupted into laughter.

      “You let a Jawa talk to you that way?” the orc laughed.

      “He’s an imp, and I don’t have much choice,” I grumbled. “Stig kind of does what he wants.”

      “Stig – cool name!” the goblin enthused, then pantomimed fucking a rotisserie chicken again. “Kind of like ‘stig it in!’”

      Stig stopped drinking long enough to look at the goblin, shake his head disapprovingly, and then went back to chugging the beer.

      “I agree with Stig. That was fowl,” the troll said in a deadpan voice.

      It took me a second before I got it: ‘fowl’ and ‘foul’…

      “Ohhhhhh,” I groaned. “That was bad.”

      “At least you understood it. My humor is rather wasted on at least two of my companions.”

      “Naaaah, we just ignore it!” the goblin said cheerfully.

      “The imp’s name is Stig, and your name is – ” the orc said as he peered above my head, a sure sign he was accessing my ID tag. “Ian? That’s it?! ‘IAN’?!”

      “Imaginative,” the Frost Elf teased me.

      Players normally came up with Tolkien-appropriate fantasy names, but I wasn’t about to reveal that I was a quality control employee for Westek and that my boss made me use my real name in the game. I didn’t want a thousand questions about ‘When’s the next upgrade?’ and ‘Can you get me a +1000 Critical Strike ring, dude?’

      “Perhaps it’s all in the pronunciation,” the troll suggested. “Eye-an, for instance. Or Eye-EH-en.”

      “Not everybody does retarded shit with their name like you, dude,” the orc said to the troll.

      “How dare you,” the troll said in the most unoffended voice ever. “My name is a commentary on the ridiculous lengths players go in their efforts to roleplay.”

      I accessed the troll’s ID tag.

      R’i’c’h’a’r’dus. Priest. Level 28.

      “Ri-CHARD-us?” I said, trying to sound it out.

      “Rih-IH-ch-A-r-dus,” he answered with a straight face.

      “But we jus’ call ‘im Dumbass,” the goblin grinned.

      “Or Richard,” the Frost Mage said.

      “Or Fuckin’ Wanker,” the goblin added.

      “Richard will do fine,” the troll said to me.

      “I’m Rotgut, but you can call me Russell,” the goblin grinned as he stuck out his hand.

      I winced a little as I shook it, thinking of masturbation and rotisserie chicken-fucking.

      But at least he had his plate armor ‘gloves’ on.

      His ID tag said he was a Level 28 Paladin, just as I’d suspected.

      “I’m Jevari, but you can call me Jen,” the Frost Mage said, shaking my hand, too.

      Level 28, too.

      The orc spoke up last. “Real name’s Seth, but everybody calls me – ”

      I saw his ID tag before he finished, and I laughed out loud.

      “Slothfart?!”

      “Awesome, right?” the orc grinned.

      I laughed again. “That’s quite a name.”

      “I know, right?! Fuckin’ administrators keep tryin’ to make me change it, so some days I’m Slot Fart, or Sloth Art, or Fart Sloth, but I always come back to the original. Can’t fuck with a classic.” The orc looked to his right. “So who’s the Muslim chick?”

      “Soraiya. She’s not really Muslim, though.”

      “Give us a peek, then, love!” the goblin leered, wiggling his eyebrows lasciviously.

      Soraiya lifted her hand up from beneath her burqa.

      FWOOOSH! went a fireball in her palm.

      “Or not,” the goblin said, retreating.

      “Whoa, shit,” the orc muttered, scooting away a foot. “I guess she’s Muslim at heart.”

      “That’s entirely inappropriate,” the troll scolded him. “Making terrorism jokes about other faiths is not – ”

      “DUDE, I was talking about her not wanting to lift up her – whatever that is she’s wearing!” the orc yelled back. “Her hijab, or – ”

      “Burqa,” the troll corrected him.

      “Whatever!”

      “She could give me a ‘hijab’ any day of the week,” the goblin grinned as he made a hand motion over his crotch.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig burped.

      “That’s – no, that doesn’t – no,” the orc said, annoyed.

      Suddenly my gargoyle poked his head out from under the table between Soraiya and Slothfart. “yah.”

      “WHOA!” the orc yelled as he backed up three feet, smushing the goblin between him and another drinker. “What the hell is THAT?!”

      “It’s Fugly,” Stig announced.

      “Yeah, I can see that, but – ”

      “No, his name’s actually ‘Fugly,’” I said.

      “A bit on the nose,” the troll chided me.

      “I guess,” I admitted.

      The troll turned to his friends. “And you people have a problem with R’i’c’h’a’r’dus.”

      “Naw, Richie,” the goblin said cheerfully, “we jus’ have a problem with you!”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Is that, like, your pet or something?” the orc asked as he pointed at my gargoyle.

      “nah,” Fugly snorted.

      “I’m a Warlock, so he’s – was – my demon.”

      “What do you mean ‘was’?” the Frost Mage asked.

      “I freed him.”

      “So now he can do whatever he wants?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Oh shit,” the orc said, and backed up another foot.

      “Why did you free him?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “What else have you got under there?” the orc asked.

      “I don’t know – there’s a fairy around here somewhere,” I said.

      Suddenly a golden blur zipped over our heads and squeaked, “I is right here, Big Thing!”

      “What the hell?!” Slothfart yelped as he watched Wylla hover like a hummingbird. “Dude, you got a chipmunk and a badger hangin’ around, too?”

      “A virtual menagerie,” the troll said. “You see, ‘virtual’ because we’re in a virtual reality – ”

      “Yeah, yeah, we know yer smart, Richie,” the goblin grinned. “Now shut yer gob.”

      As my companions squabbled amongst themselves, I looked back over my shoulder. Now the soldiers were running out of the coliseum in another direction.

      Time to make my exit.

      “Well, this has been fun, guys, but I better get going.”

      “Gotta get your Muslim chick to morning prayers?” the orc chuckled. “Gotta get your Jawa back to Tatooine?”

      “No, I need to go find some people to do the dungeon with.”

      The goblin slapped his chest with both hands as though to say, Here I am! “Well, Ian, I’d say you’ve found ‘em!”

      “Uh, it looks more like you’re drinking.”

      The Frost Mage looked over at Stig. “Looks like some of your people are, too.”

      “Yeah, well, not for long.”

      “We’re pretty much finished,” the orc said. “We could go in with you again – we need a fifth.”

      “‘Again’? You’ve already run the dungeon?”

      That could be a huge advantage, having experienced guides…

      “We’ve run part of it,” the Frost Mage cautioned. “We got through the first ten floors, but there’s got to be at least 100. It’s HUGE.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig piped up.

      “HAHA!” the orc laughed. “He got it right that time!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Yeah, it was funny the first time, dude – ”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “No, I have to say something first – ”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “NO!” the orc shouted at Stig.

      “That’s what she said.”

      “That last one was somewhat disturbing,” the troll pointed out.

      “That’s what she said.”

      The orc wasn’t having any more of it.

      “That’s what she said!” he yelled back at Stig.

      “That’s what she said!” Stig yelled back.

      The orc leaned over in Stig’s face. “That’s what she said!”

      Stig stood up and put his forehead right against the orc’s and shouted, “THAT’S WHAT SHE SAID!”

      “The intellectual cream of the crop, right at this very table,” the troll commented.

      “You sure you really want to go dungeon diving with this?” I said to the Frost Mage.

      She shrugged. “My friends are annoying all the time. At least it’s a new kind of annoying.”

      “Hold on a second,” I said, and turned aside to whisper, “What do you think?”

      - I think she’s hot, Alaria answered.

      “No, I mean – ”

      - If you can get her away from the three dorks, try to get her into bed.

      I didn’t tell Alaria that what she was suggesting was impossible. I was beta testing the adult version of the game, but regular players didn’t have access yet – so no matter how much I might have wanted to have sex with the Frost Mage, there was no way it could happen.

      Rather than go into all that, though, I just whispered, “Would you focus on what we’re doing?”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig and the orc said at the same time – looked at each other – and then burst into drunken laughter.

      I guess there was nothing to bring people together like a good ‘that’s what she said’ joke.

      “Who are you talking to?” the Frost Mage asked with a frown.

      - She’s interested! Hit on her!

      “You could hear me?” I asked, embarrassed.

      “Yyyyeah?” she said, like DUH.

      I sighed and pulled out my necklace. “Look, it’s a long story, but the short version is, this is a baby dungeon core – ”

      “What’s a dungeon core?” the orc interrupted.

      “A sentient crystal that runs the processes of a dungeon,” Richard the troll said. “They’re somewhat rare.”

      “That’s what you were talking to?” the Frost Mage asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is this part of a quest?”

      “You could say that. I’m trying to find the BIG dungeon core here in Vos to help me out. So… I’m not really interested in XP, loot, or gold – well, gold is good, and I can always use better gear – but what I really need is to find the dungeon core as soon as possible.”

      The Frost Mage raised her eyebrows. “Wow. Okay… you want to beat a hundred-floor dungeon ‘as soon as possible.’ Not an unrealistic goal at all.”

      “Look, I realize that may not be what you guys want to do, so I can go find somebody else if you want.”

      The Frost Mage shrugged. “No – I’m down.”

      “Fuck, I’ll do it!” the orc said –

      And at the same time, he and Stig yelled in each other’s faces, “THAT’S WHAT SHE SAID!”

      “Why not,” the troll agreed placidly.

      “We’ll help ya out, Ian!” the goblin said cheerfully. “Yer in good hands with us, mate!”

      “Just so you know, he’s talking about the same hands he masturbated with last night,” the orc said.

      “The best hands EVER!” the goblin cackled.

      “Ugh,” the troll groaned as he stood up from the table. “Let’s go before I throw up in the back of my mouth again.”
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      We walked over to the coliseum and queued up to enter the little stone shack at the center of the courtyard. We chatted as we shuffled along in line – all except Soraiya, who continued to remain silent under her burqa. Fugly squatted on the ground beside me, and I fed him scraps of bread to keep him occupied.

      I tried to make Wylla go away – after all, we didn’t really need a Level 1 fairy in a fight – but she wasn’t having it.

      “This is going to be dangerous,” I said. “You should leave.”

      “I is NOT going to abandon Mistress!” the little golden blur squeaked.

      “Can you tell her to go away?” I asked Alaria.

      - Believe me, I’ve tried. She’s not going anywhere.

      “That’s right!” Wylla hmphed triumphantly. “Not without my Mistress!”

      “Heh heh,” Slothfart chortled. “‘Not without my Mistress.’ Makes it sound like she’s Sally Field playing a sugar mama who left her girlfriend in the Middle East somewhere.”

      “What’s a sugar mama?” Wylla asked.

      “Don’t,” I tried warning Slothfart, but it was too late.

      “Why not?” the Frost Mage asked.

      Before I could answer, the orc said, “It’s where an older lady pays somebody to fuck ‘em.”

      “What is ‘fuck’?” the fairy asked.

      Stig repeatedly thrust his finger through his OK sign.

      Fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap.

      “That’s why not,” I sighed.

      Of course, Slothfart and Russell the goblin howled with laughter and about peed their armor, they thought it was so funny.

      The entire time we waited in line for the dungeon, I kept a wary eye out for both the bounty hunters and the palace guard, but luckily didn’t see either. Still, I kept my head hidden under the red robe and glanced around every few seconds.

      “What’s with all the hiding?” Jen asked me.

      “Let’s just say I’m eager to avoid Imperial Entanglements.”

      “A Star Wars nerd,” she smirked, like Figures.

      I grinned. “You knew it was a quote, and not one of the more famous ones, so what does that say about you?”

      “I’ll do you one better. It’s actually, you’d like to avoid Imperial Entanglements.”

      “Ha!” I laughed. “Hello, pot.”

      “Who’s got pot?” the orc said, whirling his head around.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What?” the Frost Mage asked me at the same time, confused.

      “I’m the kettle,” I said, holding out my hand to her. “You just called me black, I believe.”

      “That’s culturally insensitive!” the goblin said gleefully.

      “Yeah, dude, don’t be racist,” the orc chided me.

      “What?!” I said, panicked. “No, it was a joke – the pot calling the kettle black – ”

      “They’re kidding, Ian,” Jen said with a gentle smile.

      “…oh,” I said, relieved.

      “Or,” Richard the troll interjected, “as ‘the kids’ say, ‘They are fucking with you.’”

      “Don’t ya mean, ‘they’re fuckin’ with ya’?” the goblin said.

      “That’s what I said,” the troll replied. “‘They are fucking with you.’”

      “No, dude,” Slothfart said, “you said it like you’re an English teacher who doesn’t say ‘fuck’ but who’s trying to be cool. You said it like a polite old British dude on quaaludes telling a bunch of kids to get off his lawn.”

      “That’s because that is my particular brand of humor,” the troll said in a deadpan voice. “I plan to do an entire standup routine as a polite, elderly British gentleman using illicit substances.”

      “And you thought your imp was annoying,” Jen said to me.

      “How long have you guys been gaming together?” I asked.

      She looked over at the others. “When did we start the internship?”

      The orc started counting on his chain-mailed fingers. “Um…”

      “June,” Richard the troll said. “So almost seven months now.”

      “You guys all work together?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Jen replied, “we’re all interning at the same tech startup in San Francisco. That’s how we met.”

      “How come two of you are British?”

      “We had to sneak over the bordah,” Russell beamed, mangling ‘border’ with his Cockney accent. “Shhh, don’t tell.”

      “Thank your government’s H-1B visas,” Richard said drily. “Without them we wouldn’t be able to take away honest Americans’ non-paying jobs.”

      I laughed. “Cool by me. Take all the non-paying jobs you want.”

      “Yeah, although I’m trying to get them to switch over to DarkWorld,” Jen said.

      DarkWorld was one of the major online gaming competitors for OtherWorld.

      “What?!” I exclaimed. “Why would you do that?”

      “The monthly fees are cheaper. I mean, we are interns, after all.”

      “An’ they say they’re gonna have an adult version in the next year or two!” Russell hooted, then wiggled his eyebrows. “An’ you know what that means!”

      “Yeah,” Stig croaked out, and immediately started fwap-fwap-fwapping with his fingers.

      The orc and goblin both burst out in howls of laughter.

      “The little bloke gets it!” Russell cried out joyfully.

      “Yeah, no more simulated chicken-fucking!” the orc laughed.

      “REAL birds, baby!” Russell hooted.

      “Digital ones, at least,” Richard the troll said drily.

      I bit my tongue. No good mentioning that I was actually inside the adult version of OtherWorld right now. I REALLY didn’t want to answer any questions about that.

      It turned out to be the right call.

      “I could care less about the adult version,” Jen said to me, “but there are also rumors about them coming out with an immersion pod you can stay inside for days at a time.”

      I had to bite my tongue again. I mean, I was actually inside a prototype immersive unit at that very second.

      “I should point out that the two things you mentioned as benefits are mutually exclusive,” Richard said. “Wanting more affordable subscription fees, and yet also wanting an immersion unit that will undoubtedly cost tens of thousands of dollars.”

      “I’m aspirational,” Jen shot back.

      Richard continued, “And when will you get the time to stay in an immersion unit, with your eight-hour-a-day internship, which you’re hoping to turn into a twelve-hour-a-day job?”

      “Quit harshing my buzz, Richard,” Jen griped.

      “Yeah, dude, you’re harshing my actual buzz,” the orc said. “In fact, hold on a sec – ”

      Suddenly the orc’s face went completely slack-jawed. His arms hung down loosely by his side as he stared off into space.

      “Did he just disconnect to go take a hit?” I asked, more than a little surprised.

      “He probably just took off his VR mask is all,” Jen said.

      “He’s going to get stoned before we go in the dungeon?”

      “Technically,” Jen said, “he’s just topping off. He’s pretty much always stoned.”

      “Don’t worry, Ian, he’s a right pro at gaming fucked up!” Russell informed me happily.

      “He’s like a student who smokes marijuana whilst studying,” Richard said, “who performs better on the exam in an altered state.”

      “…okay…” I said, not quite sure what to make of that.

      I wasn’t a pot smoker. Even if I were, if I showed up for my job after having smoked out, I was pretty sure they would fire me on the spot.

      Suddenly Slothfart’s big green orc face became animated once again, and his arms started moving.

      “Okay, I’m back,” he said in the kind of voice stoners use when they’re talking but trying to still keep in a lungful of smoke.

      “So he’s still good when he’s stoned?” I asked.

      “He’s ONLY good when he’s stoned!” Russell grinned.

      Slothfart tipped his head to the side like he had to agree. “…he’s not wrong…”

      “It’ll be fine,” Jen assured me.

      “Is he really going to tank stoned, though?”

      “Oh, he’s not the tank.”

      “What?” I said, looking over at the eight-foot-tall orc. He was the obvious choice. “Then who – ”

      “I am!” the three-foot-tall goblin said cheerfully.

      “Yup,” Slothfart agreed, then started coughing and hacking. “Oh, that was a good one.”

      Huh.

      It made sense from a technical perspective. The goblin wore plate armor, while the orc had on chainmail – which meant the goblin had more physical protection.

      But… still…

      “I can see it in yer face, Ian!” Russell said merrily. “Just remember, mate – size don’t matter! Except when you’re fuckin’ chickens!”

      He grasped an imaginary chicken in front of his crotch and began to hump the air obscenely.

      - Yeah, Ian, Alaria said in amusement. Size doesn’t matter, remember?

      “Ha ha,” I muttered without laughing.

      “Touch a nerve?” Jen asked with a smile and half-raised eyebrow.

      “What? No,” I said defensively. “No, I was talking to my girlfr– ”

      Shit.

      I didn’t catch myself in time.

      “ – uh, the, uh, dungeon core.”

      Everybody in the group stared at me.

      “Dude, am I really fucked up, or did he just say the dungeon core is his girlfriend?” Slothfart asked.

      “You are really fucked up,” Richard said in a deadpan voice, “but yes, he did just say that he has a romantic relationship with a crystal.”

      “Do you fuck it?” Russell asked curiously.

      “All the time,” Stig grumbled with another fwap-fwap-fwap.

      I could hear Soraiya snickering under her blue burqa.

      “It’s not like that!” I protested to the group.

      “Do you stick it in your bunghole?” Russell asked.

      “NO!”

      - Unfortunately, Alaria sighed.

      Russell looked puzzled. “In yer PEE hole?!”

      “NOOO!”

      - Oooh, Alaria giggled. Now that’s extreme…

      “I don’t stick it ‘in’ anywhere!” I yelled, and then blushed bright red as twenty players standing in line around us all looked over at me.

      “Hey, no judgements,” Jen said. “We live in San Francisco, remember? You do you.”

      “Literally,” Richard the troll grinned. “Well, with a bit of help from the sex toy.”

      “IT’S NOT A SEX TOY!” I hissed. “I’m a Warlock, which means I have demons, so I have a succubus – ”

      “Isn’t that a sex demon?” Jen interrupted.

      “Sex demoness,” Richard piped up. “In the Middle Ages, people believed they appeared to men and had coitus with them in their sleep.”

      “Did you just say coitus?” the orc asked. “Or am I still fucked up?”

      “Yes and yes,” Richard answered.

      Slothfart turned to me. “Dude, that crystal fucks you up the ass while you sleep?”

      “NO!” I roared. “My succubus got her soul transferred into the crystal so now we have to go see the crystal in THIS dungeon so it can put her back in her regular body!”

      “…and then she’ll fuck you up the arse?” Russell asked, trying to understand.

      “NO!!! NOBODY’S FUCKING ME UP THE ASS!” I yelled, then immediately blushed as 40 players around us looked at me again.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig piped up, to the delight of both Russell and Slothfart.

      “So…” Jen said slowly, “…you have a sex demoness, trapped in a crystal, who you talk to… and now you’re going to find a bigger crystal to turn her back into a sex demoness.”

      “Yes!”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Ian, but… are you on any sort of meds in real life?”

      “NO! It’s the fucking quest!”

      “Or… is it the quest for fucking?” Richard said in a deadpan voice.

      “Quest for fuckin’! Quest for fuckin’! Party time, ex-cel-lent!” the orc shouted as he humped the air and slapped an imaginary ass.

      “I so do not ever want to play an adult version of this game,” Jen muttered under her breath.

      - I think a threesome is out of the question now, Alaria said.

      “Quiet, you,” I growled.

      Jen frowned. “Are you talking to me, or – ”

      “NO, my – the, uh, crystal!”

      “Do you sweet talk it while it’s buggerin’ you up the arse?” Russell asked gleefully.

      “IT DOESN’T – ” I stopped, then got control of myself and hissed, “It doesn’t ‘bugger me up the ass!’”

      “Riiiiiight,” Russell said, and winked as he grinned. “And you thought I was strange for fuckin’ a chicken!”

      “I’m not fucking the crystal!” I hissed.

      - Unfortunately, Alaria said yet again.

      “Me thinks the lady doth protest too much,” Richard said.

      “I’m not a lady!” I yelled.

      “If you take it up the arse, ya kinda are, mate,” Russell grinned.

      “I DON’T!” I looked at Jen. “You believe me, right?”

      “About not taking it up the ass?” Slothfart asked.

      “NO, THAT IT’S A QUEST!”

      Jen squinted. “Look, I believe that you believe it’s a quest – ”

      “THIS IS NOT IN MY HEAD!”

      “But it’s goin’ in your arse,” Russell hooted.

      “If it’s not just in your head,” Jen said delicately, “then it’s a really weird quest. One I’ve never heard of before.”

      “Hey dude,” Slothfart asked, “can I have some of what you’re smokin’? That’s some good shit.”

      “Here, I’ll prove it,” I said angrily, and removed the necklace from around my neck and thrust it towards Jen. “Touch it.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig croaked.

      The orc snorted. “Almost nailed it, little dude, but not quite.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig repeated.

      The orc chortled. “I – does that work, or am I just stoned?”

      “Not really, and yes,” Richard said.

      “Go on!” I said to Jen as I brandished the crystal at her.

      She put her hands up like I was mugging her. “Uh, look… if that thing’s been… inside your ass…”

      - Unfortunately not, Alaria sighed.

      “It hasn’t been inside my ass!” I seethed.

      - Although I’ve been inside a lot of WOMEN’S asses recently, Alaria said, thinking it over.

      I didn’t see any reason to mention that.

      But it did give me an idea.

      “There’s not an adult expansion pack yet, right?” I prodded. “So I can’t do anything sexual with it!”

      It was a little white lie, but one I figured was harmless enough.

      - What are you TALKING about? Alaria asked.

      “Shhh,” I shushed her, then waggled the crystal at Jen. “Just touch it.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig piped up.

      “Still not quite there yet,” Slothfart told him.

      “That’s what she said.”

      “No…”

      Stig was about to speak when Richard interrupted him.

      “And please don’t say ‘That’s what she said’ after someone says ‘No.’”

      “…o-kaaaay,” Stig grumbled.

      “If I touch your crystal,” Jen asked in exasperation, being very careful not to use a pronoun that would leave her open to another That’s what she said joke, “will you leave me alone?”

      “Yes!”

      “Fine,” she sighed, and placed a finger on it.

      Nothing.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Alaria, say something,” I commanded.

      Silence.

      “ALARIA, this isn’t FUNNY,” I hissed at the crystal.

      “No, it’s slightly disturbing,” Richard muttered.

      “Alaria, PLEASE – ”

      - You told me to shhh.

      “OH SHIT!” Jen yelped, and jerked back her hand like the crystal had burned her.

      “What?” the three other guys asked at the same time.

      “I heard a voice!” Jen babbled. “In my head! A woman’s voice!”

      “Oh my god, his insanity is contagious,” Richard murmured.

      “No, really, I heard it!” Jen insisted.

      “I wanna touch it, I wanna touch it!” Russell said excitedly.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig croaked.

      “Heh heh heh,” Slothfart chuckled. “Okay, you nailed it that time.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      Slothfart looked like he was thinking, then shook his head. “No…”

      Stig was about to speak when Richard held up his forefinger like Anh-anh-anh.

      Stig slumped down and muttered grumpily under his breath.

      “Can I touch it?!” Russell yelped, and without waiting put his steel gauntleted hand on the crystal.

      - Hey! Alaria barked.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Russell said, disappointed.

      “You have to touch it with bare skin,” I said.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig said.

      Slothfart doubled over with laughter.

      I looked over at Jen. “You believe me now, right?”

      “…yeah… I guess so,” she admitted.

      “So you know I’m not crazy.”

      “Well, I didn’t say that…”

      I glared at her.

      She grinned, then relented. “You’re not crazy.”

      “GOOD.”

      “Yes,” Richard intoned, “as a rule, one never wants to enter a dungeon in the company of a person who should most likely be institutionalized.”

      “But pot-smoking orcs are okay?” I asked.

      “Hell yeah!” Slothfart said.

      “I don’t really have a choice about the pot-smoking orc,” Richard said in resignation. “But I prefer not to game with clinically insane people.”

      “Well, I guess he could be crazy,” Jen allowed, “but then I’d be crazy, too.”

      “Wonderful,” Richard sighed. “Two insane people and a pot-smoking orc.”

      Suddenly the group in front of us entered the dungeon. We were next in line.

      “Since as we’re almost there,” I said, “I should tell you, I’ve got an ability called Gravesite where I can set up save points, which could keep us from having to go back to the graveyard at the top of the dungeon.”

      “That could come in handy,” Jen said.

      “But if you guys want to use it, I have to invite you into a group.”

      “Okay. Go for it.”

      I opened up my menu by punching the air with my finger.

      “Ooh, ooh, name it the 420 Society!” Slothfart said.

      “No,” Richard said.

      “Okay, the 420 Club!”

      “No,” Jen said.

      “Ganja Goons!”

      “No,” both Jen and Richard said.

      “The crystal-buggers!” Russell called out.

      “NO,” I growled.

      “Chicken fuckers,” Stig suggested.

      The entire group laughed, but Jen said, “No, I don’t think so.”

      “How about just Group 1?” I asked as I sent the invite.

      “That’ll be just fine,” Jen said.

      “Man, I never get to do nothin’ cool…” Slothfart complained.

      Jen punched the air as the invite came up, though I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see any of their invites, but I got a message stating, All members of Group 1 have accepted!

      Suddenly the wooden door of the stone shack swung open, and an eerie voice whispered, “Enter, fools, if you dare…”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig said, and Slothfart roared with laughter as we stepped into the dungeon.
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      The hut contained nothing but a small stone stairwell that spiraled down into the ground, with torches along the walls to light the way. We descended the stairs and eventually emerged into a stone crypt about sixty feet square.

      The circular stairs formed a central hub to the room. On each of the four walls was an arched doorway with statuary on either side of it, and sticking up out of the floor were tombstones – the graveyard where we would resurrect when we died.

      I looked around in curiosity at the four doorways.

      The first had some pretty amazing renditions of slime molds in marble, with sloping curves and polished surfaces.

      The second door had skeletons carved in bas-relief. One was a warrior in full armor with a stone and shield, and the other wore a wizard’s robes, its bony hands frozen in place as it cast an imaginary spell.

      The third door was flanked by what appeared to be elementals. One was a creature made of fire, with marble flames standing up from its arms. Either that, or it was a weird-ass thorn monster. The second looked like a whirlwind, with concentric grooves around its tornado funnel-shaped body, and deep depressions for eyes.

      The final door had a variety of creatures carved into the walls around it: centaurs, goblins, manticores, and the like.

      The crypt was lit with torches, and the flickering shadows made the carvings seem eerily alive, like they might jump out of the wall and attack us at any second.

      “Wait,” I said, confused. “Are there actually four different dungeons down here?”

      “It’s basically one big dungeon,” Jen said, “but it has four different sectors, yeah. We did ten floors of the elementals and then did another twelve of the skeletons.”

      “Is that all they had? All elementals or all skeletons?”

      “No, there’s a little bit of everything in there, but it’s predominantly whatever the statues outside the door tell you. For instance, we had a giant skeleton boss on floor number five of the elemental dungeon.”

      Huh… weird. I’d never seen anything like this before.

      As Jen and I were talking, Soraiya pulled off her burqa and cast it to the ground, revealing her gorgeous face and body to the group for the first time.

      Slothfart and Russell reacted as you might expect.

      “Holy SHIT!” the orc howled as his tongue fell out of his mouth.

      “You didn’t tell us you was hidin’ a 10 under there!” Russell hooted gleefully.

      “If that’s what you get when you’re a Warlock, sign me UP,” Slothfart said, then turned to me. “Is that a succubus?”

      “YES,” Soraiya snarled, “I am a succubus.”

      “Geez, kinda bitchy,” Slothfart muttered.

      “Well, you were rather rude by referring to her in the third person,” Richard pointed out. “And as ‘that’ rather than ‘she.’”

      “Okay, Ms. Manners,” Slothfart jeered, “thanks for the etiquette lesson.”

      Jen squinted at me. “Well. Now we see why you play OtherWorld.”

      “No,” I protested, “she’s not even mine. Well, I mean, she was mine, sort of, but then I freed her. She agreed to help me.”

      Jen pointed at the crystal dangling from my neck. “And I’ll bet your girlfriend looks nothing like her, hm.”

      “Um… she looks fairly different,” I said, trying to avoid answering the question.

      - Ha – good thing she can’t see me, Alaria smirked. Jealous little prude.

      Meanwhile, Russell was reaching out towards Soraiya’s shapely ass – which was at his eye level – presumably to cop a feel.

      FWOOSH!

      Soraiya summoned her flaming pitchfork, which she pointed right in Russell’s face.

      “Hands OFF, short stuff!”

      Russell jumped back a foot, but answered with a smile and a wiggle of his eyebrows. “I know parts of me look short, luv, but other parts are amazingly long, if you know what I mean.”

      “What, the parts you sodomize rotisserie chickens with?” Richard asked.

      “‘Ey – not in front of the lady!” Russell cried out.

      “You had no issues reenacting said sodomy in front of her before,” Richard pointed out.

      “That’s before she took the hijabie thingie off and I knew she was a stone-cold hottie!”

      “Can we please focus?” Jen shouted, and Slothfart and Russell finally stopped ogling Soraiya. “Which dungeon are we going to take?”

      I looked at her in surprise. “Aren’t we going to do the skeletons since you already made it to the tenth floor?”

      “We could, but if you’re just hoping to get through faster, it won’t work. Once you clear a floor, there’s a shortcut to get back to it – but it only works if every member of your party completed that floor. We found that out the other day when we got a new fifth player and had to start the elementals all over again. That’s why we did the skeletons – out of boredom.”

      “Shit,” I griped. I’d been hoping to just zip right past ten floors and be that much closer to the dungeon core. “Alright, well, you know what’s coming with the elementals or the skeletons, so let’s do one of them.”

      “BORING,” Russell said cheerfully. “I say we do the slime molds!”

      “Ew, no!” Slothfart scoffed. “Slime mold dungeons are like walking around in a porno theater after the last show lets out.”

      All of us stared at him.

      “You know,” he said. “Because of all the… jizz on the… never mind.”

      Jen made a face of utter disgust. “How would you know what it’s like to walk around in a porno theater after the last show lets out?!”

      “I just meant hypothetically!” Slothfart protested.

      “Do they even have porno theaters anymore?” Richard said. “There is this wonderful invention now called the internet.”

      “Bums don’t have the internet,” Slothfart said. “They’re the ones you find in porno theaters.”

      Jen made an even more disgusted face. “How the HELL would you know there are only bums in porno theaters?!”

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” the orc pouted.

      “He’s feeling judged!” Russell announced jubilantly. “Don’t worry, Slothie, I don’t judge you!”

      “Or your sexually deviant activities,” Richard chimed in.

      “I TOLD you it was HYPOTHETICAL!” Slothfart yelled.

      Russell turned to me. “Now yer gettin’ buggered by a crystal don’t seem quite so strange!”

      “I didn’t do anything with the crystal!”

      “Yeah! Yeah, talk about him for a change!” Slothfart shouted as he pointed at me.

      “Let’s just do the weird creature dungeon, okay?!” I snapped.

      “Let’s,” Richard concurred.

      “I’m sure as hell never doing a slime dungeon again,” Jen muttered.

      We were making our way over to the stone creatures when suddenly there was a glow amongst the tombstones, and a human Warrior in full armor materialized out of thin air.

      “Hey guys,” he greeted us as he ran into the slime mold dungeon.

      “What the hell?!” I cried out.

      “Guess somebody likes porno theaters,” Slothfart said.

      “How did he get in here?!”

      “The stairs?” Stig suggested.

      “Don’t worry, mate!” Russell said cheerfully. “This place is big enough for LOTS of people at one time!”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig piped up.

      Slothfart about lost it. “Bwahahahaha – pretty good, little dude, but not quite there yet…”

      I frowned in frustration. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

      “You thought the server created an instance just for us,” Jen suggested.

      “Yeah!”

      Normally when a party entered a dungeon, the computer created a separate ‘instance’ – or digital copy – of that dungeon just for those five people, so they didn’t end up crowded together with a bunch of other players.

      “For this dungeon, the computer only creates a separate instance for players at the same level – say, a bunch of Level 30s,” Jen informed me. “Otherwise the dungeon’s so huge that they don’t need to create a different copy for every group that enters it.”

      The gears in my brain started spinning. “Wait – that means we could just let somebody else come through and run after them, right?”

      “Nice try. As soon as you clear one floor of the dungeon, a stone door automatically slams down so the floor can reset for the next group. You can’t team up and have ten people go through at the same time – it won’t let you.”

      “Dammit,” I grumbled. There was just no way the game was going to make it easy for me. “Alright… let’s go.”
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      We started down a long stone passageway lined with torches.

      On the right side of the corridor were rectangular holes every 20 feet or so, like crude doorways set three feet deep in the stone.

      “What’s through here?” I asked as I stepped into the first mini-passageway for a look.

      I immediately recoiled.

      The ‘window’ looked down into a vast, deep atrium. And when I say ‘vast and deep,’ I mean vast and DEEP.

      Imagine a skyscraper a hundred stories. Turn it from glass and steel into negative space, surrounded by stone walls. Now you have an idea of the pit I was looking down into.

      At least a football field’s length on each of its four sides, the shaft plummeted down well over a thousand feet. There were hundreds of open windows dotted across the walls, and from within the openings on lower levels I could hear screams and the clang of steel.

      There were also a few torches on the walls here and there that cast flickering shadows, just enough to give you an idea of how far down you would fall.

      I hate heights, but that’s not what freaked me out the most.

      It was the wyverns. Hundreds and hundreds of them.

      Wyverns are basically smaller versions of dragons, only with two legs, not four. Their wings take the place of forelegs, which makes them look like a cross between velociraptors and giant bats.

      The wyverns in the atrium clung to the sheer rock faces and stalactite ceiling, spiraled downward into the expanse of empty space, gobbled up the occasional foot-long spider crawling along the stone walls, and battled midair as they tore at each other with their razor-sharp teeth and claws.

      “WHOA,” I cried out as I stumbled back into the corridor.

      “Yeah, don’t go out the windows, dude,” Slothfart advised me.

      “The other day we saw a Mage try to levitate his group down the center,” Richard said. “It wasn’t pretty.”

      “How so?”

      “Ever go to the beach and throw bread crumbs into the air at a flock of seagulls?” Jen asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “It was like that, except substitute in players for breadcrumbs and flying komodo dragons for seagulls.”

      “Jesus – do the wyverns ever come through the windows?”

      “We haven’t seen them do it so far. But on the lower floors, who knows?”

      - They will, Alaria confirmed. But not for another thirty floors or so.

      Great.

      Something to look forward to.

      - Looks like Deek expanded since the last time I was here, Alaria mused.

      “How many floors did he used to have?” I asked.

      - I think he was working on hitting 70 when I left. But he always had the four different quadrants, with the slime molds, skeletons, and the rest.

      “Heads up, mate!” Russell announced happily as he readied his war hammer, which was nearly as big as he was. “Incomin’!”

      Five gremlins were scuttling towards us. OtherWorld gremlins were humanoid reptilians, smaller than Stig but all teeth and fangs.

      “AAAAARGH!” Russell screamed as he vaulted through the air and SLAMMED! down in the middle of the gremlins. They immediately went for him, their claws scraping across his steel armor.

      He flattened a couple easily with the war hammer. Slothfart dashed in with his Orcish scimitar and slashed another gremlin, which fell to the ground in a heap. I blasted the fourth with Soul Suck, and Jen hit the last one with a blast of ice particles that froze it to the ground like a statue. Russell immediately shattered it into oblivion with one overhead strike of his hammer.

      Five up, five down.

      “Easy peasy, Japanesey,” Russell hooted.

      “Anybody want some gremlin claws?” Slothfart called out. “They’re worth a copper apiece.”

      I wasn’t grinding for money to pay off a mob boss right now, so I didn’t give a shit about every little penny. “I’m good.”

      “Bleedin’ stingy dungeon,” Russell griped cheerfully. “Where’s the gold?”

      “It’s coming,” Richard assured him.

      “That’s what she said,” Stig croaked.

      “Here comes more, people!” Jen shouted.

      And so the onslaught began. Wave after wave of different creatures, most I’d seen before, a couple I hadn’t. Hairless cave wolves. Pickax-wielding kobolds. Basilisks shooting red beams out of their eyes. Three-foot-long black widows. Once we turned the corner, we encountered a couple of slime molds and skeleton warriors, but then it went back to creatures again: fire-breathing frogs that leapt up in your face. Vampire bats that divebombed us from the ceiling. Even a couple of harpies with ugly women’s faces atop their feathered bodies.

      We dealt with it seamlessly and settled into a real flow. As the Paladin tank, Russell joyfully leapt into the thick of things with a near-suicidal lack of regard for his own safety.

      As a Priest and the healer of the group, Richard the troll would use his beams of yellow light to replenish any damage Russell took.

      Slothfart would rush in after Russell and help him clean up.

      Meanwhile, Jen would support the others with ranged attacks: stiletto-like icicles, rays of frost, blasts of ice that would freeze enemies into statues. Her area-of-effect spells were especially devastating, as they covered attackers in ice and slowed them down by half, making them easy targets for Russell and Slothfart.

      Me and my crew definitely held our own. I mostly stuck to Darkbolts, Darkfire, and Soul Suck. Most of the monsters weren’t really powerful enough to warrant Doomsday, and would die within five seconds of me attacking them.

      Stig did his part throwing fireballs. Soraiya cleaned up with her flaming pitchfork, spearing anything that got within five feet. And Fugly used his acid attacks to handle anything airborne – bats, jumping frogs, spiders swinging down on strands of thread.

      Actually, he ate a few of them, too.

      Wylla just flew around in a constant panic, wailing, “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!”

      As the dead creatures piled up, I ignored the stray claws and fangs and glands I could have gathered to sell back at the market. I didn’t see the need to slow us down to make a couple of bucks in change.

      The good thing was that the air was filled with a blizzard of golden numbers: 40 XP, 50 XP, 75 XP. The creatures weren’t worth much XP individually, but in aggregate they were decent. That would change as we reached lower floors. The first one was supposed to be a cakewalk.

      Well, it was until we got to the final boss, anyway.

      It was an evil satyr with panpipes that played one of two things: hypnotizing tunes that made you feel like you were wading through molasses, or high-pitched screeches that pierced your eardrums like knitting needles. A bunch of rabid little fauns kept attacking us, but Jen and my demons handled them while Russell and Slothfart beat the satyr to a pulp. As soon as they shattered his panpipes, it was over within 30 seconds.

      ‘1000 XP’ floated up through the air.

      At this rate I would make Level 26 in no time.

      “Any loot?” I asked.

      “Two silver for each of us,” Slothfart said as he inspected the satyr’s corpse. “And a healing potion that’ll give you back 2% of your hit points.”

      “…wow,” I said, decidedly underwhelmed. “It’s not even worth the effort to walk over there to get it.”

      “We’ll get something worthwhile on the fifth floor,” Jen promised. “That’s the first big loot worth having.”

      After the satyr, a stone slab slowly retracted up into the wall, creating a temporary doorway. As soon as we walked through, the stone slab SLAMMED down again – but a smaller stone doorway opened up in the wall right next to us.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “The shortcut,” Jen said. “If you died now and resurrected back in the graveyard, you would enter the first level, see another door like this one, and just jump in and slide down to here. It’s sort of like Chutes and Ladders.”

      “If you died rather than climbing ladders,” Richard added drily.

      “Wait,” I said, the gears turning in my head again. “We saw that guy resurrect and run into the slime mold dungeon – what if he was going back to the 50th floor? We could have just run in after him and slid down to 50!”

      “You can only go through the passageway if you’ve already beaten that level. Otherwise – ”

      Slothfart interrupted. “Y’know that scene in the beginning of Raiders of the Lost Ark when that dude betrays Indy and gets skewered like a kabob in the temple?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s sort of like that.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      Jen and Russell laughed, and Richard even looked mildly amused.

      “I tried it.” Slothfart shuddered. “Just like a kabob. Talk about harshin’ yer buzz, dude…”

      So we kept going.

      Four more levels of mythological creatures, punctuated by the occasional slime mold, skeleton, or elemental. Gryphons, gorgons, ents, evil centaurs, chimeras, banshees, hobgoblins, golems (not war golems, but the earthen variety), and hags, in addition to everything we’d seen so far.

      Some of the floors expanded in size. Sometimes they contracted, like the claustrophobic passage where the ceiling was only three feet tall and we had to fight in crouched positions.

      The bosses included a minotaur, a cyclops, a rock giant, and an ogre. FINALLY after defeating the ogre we got something worthwhile: for me it was a pair of shoulder guards that added +10 armor and +5 Intelligence, in addition to 10 silver.

      It still kind of sucked, but we had a long way to go, so I was reasonably sure the loot would get better.

      I hoped.

      One thing was sure: the sixth floor got harder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a cavernous grotto with pools, waterfalls, and winding tunnels. Gone were the reassuring angles and corners of the previous five floors; now it was full-on exploration.

      Part of me wondered how this underground cave fit in with the decidedly regular dimensions of all the previous floors, but – hey, you know – magic.

      The consistent lighting of the torches had been replaced with bioluminescent mushrooms and algae, and the dimmer light led to things suddenly leaping out of the shadows. And the creatures were all new, so we didn’t know what to expect. Tentacles that reached up out of pools. Black-Lagoon-like gill men. Moss beasts that looked like the Swamp Thing. Cute (but poisonous) mushroom creatures like the dancing ones in Fantasia.

      Slothfart slammed his foot down on the cave floor and announced, “I just stomped Toad from Mario Kart!”

      “I think you mean Donald Trump’s dick, mate!” Russell hooted, and the two laughed uproariously.

      Halfway through the cave we got a breather, so I yelled out, “Hold up, guys.”

      I cast Gravesite, and black tendrils of energy began to shoot from my fingertips and coalesce into a half-oval shape. Six seconds later, a tombstone jutted from the cave floor.

      “Whoa, you’re like a magical 3D printer or some shit,” Slothfart enthused. “Can you make a bong with that?”

      “No, but now if you die, you’ll come back here instead of resurrecting all the way back at the beginning.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Slothfart said, then scratched his ass. “That’s cool and all, but… see if you can make a bong next time.”

      However, his tune about the save point changed when we got to the end of the cavern.

      There was an island out in the middle of a pond, with a house-sized snapping turtle sitting quietly in the middle.

      “Hey, look, it’s Gamera!” Slothfart said. “Wonder if he has rockets in his ass? Hey, buddy, can you fly?”

      The turtle did not fly over to us.

      Thus we had to go to the turtle.

      First we had to get to the island, though.

      Slothfart dipped his toe in. “Okay, not too cold.”

      Russell just screamed at the top of his lungs and dove right in.

      And immediately got eaten by a shark.

      Actually, ‘immediately’ was a bit of an overstatement. There was a lot of teeth clanging on metal, which led me to believe Russell was still in its mouth and not in its belly.

      “Holy fuckin’ ball sacks – that’s a fuckin’ SHARK!” Slothfart screamed.

      “Yes, we see that,” Richard said as he pumped healing energy into Russell.

      “No, man, you don’t underSTAND – that’s a FUCKIN’ SHARK!” Slothfart shrieked.

      The giant orc tried to hide behind Richard’s willowy body, which was about as effective as a fat man trying to hide behind a cornstalk.

      “I don’t understand,” Richard said. “We’ve seen wyverns, harpies, gorgons, and any number of terrifying mythological creatures… and yet, you’re most disturbed by something that actually exists. Why is that?”

      “Because it’s not supposed to exist HERE!” Slothfart yelled. “They’re supposed to stay SAFELY back in the real world where they CAN’T EAT ME!”

      “There are giant spiders and snakes here, too,” Jen pointed out. “What about them?”

      “I don’t like them either, but I can stomp on fuckin’ spiders, and I live in a fuckin’ city, so the only snakes I see are on nature documentaries!”

      “You never see sharks, either.”

      “Uh-huh! On Shark Week!”

      “Why the hell do you watch Shark Week?”

      “I DON’T, but when you’re flipping past the channels, THERE IT IS ANYWAY!”

      “You don’t even go in the ocean!”

      “BECAUSE THERE’S FUCKIN’ SHARKS!” Slothfart screamed, then pointed at the thrashing out in the water. “And by the way, I don’t think you’re doin’ him any favors by keepin’ him alive to be a Great White’s CHEW toy!”

      “Call me silly, but I think you have a phobia,” Richard said.

      “Yeah, ever since Billy Jenkins’ sleepover in fifth grade and we watched fuckin’ Jaws in the middle of the night, man!” Slothfart yelled. “Two in the morning and I gotta see some dead guy’s head floatin’ out of a hole in a boat?! FUCK THAT SHIT!”

      At just that moment, the shark stopped thrashing and floated belly up to the surface. Russell emerged from its mouth, his armor massively dented and his Health considerably lessened – but he was alive.

      “Bugger that fish!” he called out cheerfully as he paddled back towards us. “Anybody want sushi? I’ve got – ”

      And then another shark got him.

      “AAAAAAH!” Slothfart screamed as it dragged Russell beneath the surface.

      The orc panicked and tried to jump into Richard’s arms – who immediately collapsed beneath his massive weight.

      “mm-mph-mm!” the troll yelled beneath Slothfart’s chain-mailed belly.

      “Sorry,” Slothfart muttered as he stood up.

      In the few seconds that Richard hadn’t been healing Russell, we watched

      helplessly as the goblin tank’s life bar dropped to zero.

      But 30 seconds later, he came running up behind us. His armor looked like it had been whacked a hundred times with a ballpeen hammer and somebody had taken a can opener to it, but his cheerfulness was still intact.

      “Hey Ian – that tombstone thing? Damn convenient!” Then Russell looked at Slothfart, who was visibly trembling. “What’s with you?”

      “He was traumatized by a Steven Spielberg movie,” Richard said in a deadpan voice.

      “What, The Color Purple? It’s a beautiful movie, mate! Or was it Lincoln? That was a bit long – ”

      “Not The Color Purple!” Slothfart roared. “Not Lincoln! JAWS!”

      “What?! I love that movie!” Russell shook his head in disbelief. “Are you seriously afraid of a fish?”

      “It’s not a FISH, it’s a fuckin’ WATER DINOSAUR! It’s a fuckin’ WHALE WITH TEETH!”

      “It’s an overgrown minnow, you fuckin’ pussy! Come on, let’s go!”

      “I’m not goin’ in there!” Slothfart screamed, shaking his head wildly. “You can’t MAKE me go in there!”

      “I could have Soraiya fly us over one by one,” I suggested.

      “I am not doing that,” Soraiya said, crossing her arms. “He’s too big.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig said.

      “I would be laughing my ass off right now if I weren’t shitting my pants!” Slothfart screamed. “Metaphorically!”

      “GUYS!” Jen yelled. “Allow me.”

      She blasted out a spell, and a floating column of ice formed from our bank over to the island.

      “…oh,” Slothfart murmured. “That was a surprisingly easy solution.”

      It was until we got over the water and onto the island.

      For one, the stone surface of the island was insanely slippery, to the point that it was hard to stand up.

      The second was, the sharks could actually propel themselves up out of the water and slide across the slick stone surface of the island – meaning they could attack in both water and on land.

      Video game biology. Darwin rules didn’t apply.

      This freaked Slothfart out more than seeing them in the water. I swear, even though bodily functions were not something that existed in the game, I just knew he was going to shit himself any second.

      “LAND SHARK, LAND SHARK!” Slothfart shrieked as he tried hopping out of the way and then falling on his ass, right into the path of more sliding sharks.

      I felt bad for the guy, having to face his phobias like that in the worst possible way, but we had other problems.

      The giant turtle woke up.

      It heaved itself up on its tree-trunk-sized legs and thundered over to us – and then began to spin. Its giant, spiked shell became a whirling, revolving dervish – and then it began to careen into us, knocking off 10% of our hit points and slamming us back into the water – where the sharks were waiting.

      Needless to say, just about everybody in the party had to resurrect at least twice.

      Slothfart only did it once, because he refused to come back over the ice bridge.

      “Get over here, you fuckin’ wanker!” Russell yelled as the turtle seized him in its giant beak.

      “Unh-unh!” Slothfart babbled. “Nope! Sorry, guys, but I’m sittin’ this one out!”

      Without a third damage dealer, the battle went far slower, and we all had to resurrect a lot more – but the battle suddenly turned when we realized that Fugly’s acid ate right through the turtle’s shell. Five shots in one spot, and it dissolved a hole big enough for Russell to jump into and start whaling away with his hammer at the tender skin beneath. The turtle only lasted 30 more seconds, and that was that.

      “Good job!” I said to Fugly, and fed him some salted meat.

      “yah,” he agreed.

      Russell just glared at Slothfart as we went back over the ice bridge to enter the passageway to the next floor.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Slothfart said. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you didn’t want to fight a bunch of midget clowns – ”

      “Do NOT mention midget clowns!” Russell yelled as he pointed his finger at Slothfart. Then he turned away and tried to shake it off. “Fuckin’ creepy little greasepaint wankers…”
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      We continued on through the next seven floors. Luckily there were no more sharks or clowns – although demons started to show up. They tended towards the uglier, more savage-looking kind, not the friendlier, muppet-like variety that had crewed the pirate ship Revenge.

      I thought that being the Emancipator of Abaddon might have gotten me a pass, but nope. Not one bit.

      That was a joke.

      I didn’t go running through the dungeon yelling, I’m the Emancipator of Abaddon!

      Mostly because Alaria mocked me for it preemptively.

      - Are you going to ask them if they know who you are? she teased.

      “…NO,” I said, although I’d been considering it up until that moment.

      I also thought that at least my demons might get cut a little slack, but no: a trio of red, pink, and violet succubi attacked Soraiya and didn’t give a damn that she was one of them.

      Slothfart, Russell, and Richard all paused for a moment to watch the bobbing breasts and snarling catfight as the multicolored hotties tried to claw each other’s eyes out.

      “…I could watch this all day…” Slothfart murmured.

      “…I concur…” Richard said.

      “Fuck yeah!” Russell agreed.

      “GUYS, KILL THEM!” Jen roared as she blasted the violet one with ice.

      “This is so sad,” Slothfart whimpered as he pulled his scimitar and jumped into battle.

      His attitude shifted slightly after we killed them.

      “Is it wrong if I cop a feel when I’m searching them for loot?” he asked.

      “YES,” Jen yelled.

      “But they’re dead. And it would be, y’know, ‘accidental,’” he said, using his fingers to make air quotes.

      “GET AWAY FROM THEM!” Jen yelled as she stalked over. “I’LL search them.”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Slothfart muttered as he stood on the sidelines watching.

      “That’s gross, mate,” Russell scowled. “That’s, like, necrophilia.”

      “That’s not ‘like’ necrophilia – that is necrophilia,” Richard said.

      “It is not!” Slothfart protested.

      “It is the very definition of necrophilia.”

      “I didn’t want to do ‘em, I just wanted to feel ‘em up!”

      “So you’re engaging in necrophiliac foreplay – what’s the bloody difference?” Richard asked loudly, more worked up than I’d ever seen him before.

      “Slippery slope, mate,” Russell agreed.

      “I don’t like ‘em cuz they’re dead, I like ‘em cuz they’re hot!” Slothfart yelled indignantly.

      “And I’m sure degenerates who work in mortuaries never fancy the more attractive corpses!” Richard yelled right back at him.

      Slothfart paused and thought about that for a second. “Ew…”

      “Oh, do you get it now?” Richard asked in exasperation.

      “Well, jeez, when you put it like that…” After another couple of seconds he called out, “Thanks for searching the dead hotties for me, Jen.”

      “Yeah, I just wish I could wash my brain in bleach and delete everything I heard in the last 30 seconds,” she yelled back.

      We weren’t finished with demons after the succubi, though.

      Instead, I got my first glimpse of an incubus.

      As soon as we rounded the corner, something was waiting for us: a 6-foot-6, bare-chested Calvin Klein underwear model. He had washboard abs, broad shoulders, bulging biceps, crimson skin, a prehensile tail, long black hair, and two ram’s horns curling out of his forehead. No wings, though.

      He carried a flaming sword in one hand, and the only things he wore were black boots and black leather pants.

      And there was a notable bulge in the front of those pants.

      Like… obscenely notable.

      Our entire group just stopped in our tracks in shock.

      “Wow… just… wow,” Jen gasped.

      “Yum,” Soraiya purred and licked her lips.

      - Mmmmmm, Alaria murmured.

      “Hey!” I snapped.

      - What? she said indignantly. I can LOOK.

      I frowned. “I thought you couldn’t see stuff, only ‘feel’ it.

      - Oh, I’m feeling it, alright.

      “HEY!”

      - GODDESS, I’m KIDDING.

      I wasn’t entirely sure she was, though.

      Slothfart shook his head in incomprehension. “It’s like he’s Fabio, if Fabio was red and actually hot.”

      “Who’s Fabio?” Soraiya asked.

      “Not that guy, that’s for sure. It’s like his entire body is one giant ‘V’ pointing down to his dick. Wait, is that Russell in his pants?”

      “What’re you sayin’, I’m a poofter?” the goblin asked cheerfully.

      “Oh, there you are,” Slothfart joked. “I thought he stuffed you down the front of his pants, his wang’s so big.”

      “I think that’s a codpiece,” Richard said helpfully.

      “Dude,” Slothfart said, “that’s not a cod piece, that’s an ORCA piece.”

      “That’s a fuckin’ blue WHALE piece, mate,” Russell hooted.

      Slothfart held one hand out in front of his face like he was trying to block out the sun. “Come on, man, I don’t wanna see that shit…”

      “I’d like to see it,” Jen murmured, then immediately blushed.

      “HEY!” Slothfart said, putting out both his hands like What are you doing?! “Objectification!”

      “Oh, yeah, like you weren’t objectifying those succubi,” Jen snapped, then imitated Slothfart’s gravelly stoner voice. “‘Hey, can I feel them up after they’re dead?’”

      “But I didn’t!” the orc yelled.

      “Only after I told you NO!”

      “And only after the necrophilia birds and bees conversation,” Richard said.

      “That doesn’t OH SHIT, he’s comin’ over here,” Slothfart muttered, stepping back in alarm as the incubus advanced.

      “Good,” Jen murmured again.

      “Mm-hm,” Soraiya agreed lustily.

      The incubus attacked. Russell leapt towards him and CLANGED! his war hammer against the flaming sword.

      “That’s a big sword!” Slothfart yelled as he lifted his scimitar and joined the fray. “And his fiery weapon is pretty large, too!”

      Jen reluctantly blasted the demon with a spray of ice.

      I hit him with Doomsday and then Soul Suck.

      Soraiya was just standing there watching, though.

      “Why aren’t you fighting him?” I asked.

      She raised one eyebrow and smiled as she watched the incubus swing his sword around. “I prefer to watch this one.”

      “Why don’t you get in there and mesmerize him?”

      “That won’t work on him.”

      - It’s true, Alaria said. Succubi and incubi’s infatuation powers don’t work on each other.

      “Great,” I griped. “Fugly, spit on him!”

      Fugly complied, making the incubus roar in anger.

      As he healed everyone, Richard called out to the demon, “I enjoyed your hits from the 1990’s. When are you going to tour again?”

      Slothfart looked back in confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Incubus?” Richard said, then looked around, completely deadpan. “Am I the only one who likes late 20th century alternative rock and roll?”

      “You don’t like rock, you like Beethoven and shit!” Slothfart yelled.

      “How dare you, fool. I’m a Mozart man through and through.” Then Richard spoke to the demon again. “He’s right, though. I lied. I thoroughly detest your music. I was only being polite. I’m sorry.”

      Despite all the banter, the team fought hard – and within ten more seconds the incubus lay dead on the ground.

      “Jesus,” Slothfart joked, “make sure his dick doesn’t pop out of his pants and attack. It could be a mini boss.”

      “I don’t think you can rightly call it a ‘mini’ boss,” Richard said.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Hey Russell, did he almost poke your eye out with that thing? It’s about the right height.”

      Jen squatted down next to the body, her hand about to search for loot –

      “HEY!” Slothfart yelled at her.

      She jerked her hand back in fright. “What?!”

      “No touchin’ the dead guy’s schlong! I don’t care how big a sausage he’s packin’!”

      “I WASN’T GOING TO TOUCH IT!”

      “You were thinking about it!”

      “NO I WASN’T!” she shouted, but her light blue cheeks blushed the tiniest bit pink.

      “I’ll touch it,” Soraiya said, and leaned over and grabbed the dude’s wang through his pants. “Mmm. Girthy.”

      Jen’s jaw dropped open and she blushed even harder.

      “EWWW! Necrophilia foreplay!” Slothfart said, pointing at the succubus.

      “Yeah? So?” Soraiya asked, staring him right in the eye.

      “You – I – why does she get to do it and I don’t?!” Slothfart complained.

      “Because she’s a sex demoness and doesn’t do anything I tell her to,” I said. “That’s why.”

      “You can touch his wang, Slothie,” Russell grinned. “Go on. Touch it.”

      “NO!” Slothfart yelled. “EWWW!”

      “Go ahead,” Richard said.

      “I’m not doing necrophilia!” Slothfart shouted. “Especially gay necrophilia!”

      “It’s only necrophilia if you want to do it,” Richard said. “If you don’t want to do it, it’s just a dare.”

      “NO! UGH!”

      “Come on, guys, leave the dead porn star alone,” I said. “There’s probably more of them to kill up ahead.”

      “Great – demon sausage party,” Slothfart griped. “Worst dungeon crawl of all time.”

      I noticed that neither Soraiya nor Jen were complaining – and I’m pretty sure Alaria didn’t mind, either.
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      We didn’t encounter an incubus for the rest of that level, but they did pop up from time to time.

      Slothfart teased Jen mercilessly. “His eyes are up THERE, Jen!”

      “SHUT UP!” Jen would shout and then blush some more.

      Every time my cooldown for Gravesite ended, I would destroy the old tombstone and create a new one. It saved us precious seconds in battle, and helped us keep moving efficiently through the dungeon.

      Once we defeated the tenth-floor boss, we received slightly better loot. I scored a pair of bracers with +8 armor, +1 Intelligence, and +1 Stamina – a modest upgrade from my old pair of wrist guards.

      We were on the 12th floor battling an ogre when I felt a stiff breeze at my back. Which was odd, since we hadn’t felt any wind the entire time we’d been down here.

      I whirled around, expecting an air elemental – and instead saw something far, far worse.

      A woman was hovering in the air a hundred feet away – and she wore the grey cloak of an Air Mage.

      “Oh SHIT!” I yelled in panic.

      - Goddess, no! Alaria cried out inside my head.

      Jen looked over in alarm. “What?”

      “There’s some people after me – but how the fuck did they get in here?!”

      Then I saw both the Monk and the Shaman emerge from two of the oversized windows far behind us. The Air Mage must have flown them down through the atrium.

      Dammit…

      Jen glanced over her shoulders and saw who I was looking at. “Who are they?”

      “Bounty hunters,” I said as I kept Soul-Sucking the ogre.

      “What?!”

      “I got into debt to a mob boss.”

      “Inside the game?!”

      “Yeah. It’s a long story.”

      “Have they been chasing you the entire time you’ve been in Vos?!”

      “…um… yeah…” I admitted hesitantly, since I knew where the conversation was about to go.

      “Don’t you think that’s something you might have told us BEFORE we came in here with you?!” Jen said angrily.

      “I’m sorry! They’re NPCs, I never thought they could get in here!”

      “Well, apparently the game is making an exception for you!”

      “I’m going to need your guys’ help.”

      “We’ve kind of got an ogre problem right now!”

      “I realize that, but trust me, we’re about to have a bigger one on our hands. I can’t beat them alone.”

      “What do you mean you can’t – ”

      Jen must have selected them, because she immediately glared at me.

      “Two Level 40s and a 50?! Really?!”

      “I’m sorry to pull you into this, but – ”

      Jen shouted at Richard, Russell, and Slothfart. “GUYS! We’ve got trouble on our six!”

      “Kind of busy here, luv!” Russell yelled happily as he dodged the ogre’s steel-spiked club.

      “It’s about to get a lot busier! Dumbass Warlock didn’t tell us about the bounty hunters after him!”

      “Hey!” I said, annoyed.

      Slothfart perked up. “Bounty hunters?! Like Dog the Bounty Hunter, or Boba Fett, or – ”

      “Take a look for yourself!” Jen yelled.

      The Monk walked up casually and stopped about 20 feet away from me. The Shaman and the Air Mage came to a halt behind him.

      “Adventurers,” Zoran addressed the group, “you have a thief in your midst. We have no quarrel with you. Let us take him, and we shall leave you in peace and be on our way.”

      “Bugger off, ya bleedin’ wanker!” Russell shouted over his shoulder as he fought the ogre.

      Slothfart yelled over his shoulder, too.

      “Yeah, fuck you guys! You mess with one of us, you mess with all of – sorry, hold on just a second – ” he called as he blocked the ogre’s club.

      Richard glanced over at the trio of bounty hunters as he continued to pump Health into Russell. “Terribly sorry. We’ll continue our aggressive posturing and rejection of your demands in just one moment. Thank you for your patience.”

      “Guys, can you handle the ogre? I’m gonna help Ian!” Jen yelled.

      “I got ‘im!” Russell said. “Go help the others, Greenie!”

      “You sure, man?” Slothfart asked.

      “Yeah – I got him as long as Richard keeps healin’ me!”

      “Thanks!”

      Jen and I broke off our attack spells on the ogre and turned to face the bounty hunters.

      Slothfart came running over, too – but he wasn’t quite ready yet.

      As soon as he reached us he leaned over, huffing and puffing, and held one finger up in the air.

      “Hold on… hhh… just a second… hhh… gotta catch my breath… hhh… oh, man, I gotta do more cardio…”

      The Monk, Shaman, and Air Mage just stared at us in confusion.

      Finally Slothfart stood up straight and pointed right at them. “FUCK you guys! You fuck with one of us, you fuck with all of – ”

      “Cirra?” the Monk asked in a bored voice.

      The Air Mage lifted her hands, and a blast of wind knocked Slothfart backwards and sent him skidding over towards the ogre.

      Who SLAMMED! its spiked club down on Slothfart with a sickening crunch.

      “Not cool, man!” the orc yelled pitifully from the ground.

      Jen cast an ice wall in front of the bounty hunters.

      One second later, Zoran reduced it to icy rubble with one of his blue-fisted energy punches.

      “Fugly, Soraiya, take the Mage!” I yelled –

      …and watched helplessly as blasts of wind sent them tumbling ass over teakettle through the air.

      “Unclean Spirits,” the Shaman called out, and a swarm of small, grey, moaning shapes erupted from his hands and pierced Jen’s body.

      She screamed and tumbled backwards, her spellcasting interrupted.

      I hit Zoran with Doomsday and was about to cast Soul Suck on him, but he just ignored me and walked over to Richard.

      “Oh – hello,” the troll Priest said, a split second before Zoran used his glowing fist to punch through Richard’s head.

      Richard suddenly winked out of existence.

      “Did that guy just one-shot Richard?!” Slothfart yelped from where he lay on the ground.

      It was a pretty shocking sight. But Zoran was a Level 50 Monk. Nothing else in the dungeon so far had been above Level 27. With the minor dribs and drabs of damage that Richard had sustained without healing himself, all it took was one horrendous punch to wipe him out.

      Of course, without Richard healing Russell – who was already perilously low on Health – the ogre quickly killed our goblin tank, too.

      Shit!

      “Binding of Spirits,” the Shaman called out, and ghostly hands reached up from the ground and seized Slothfart’s wrists and ankles.

      “HEY! What the fuck is this?! I didn’t like Poltergeist, either!” Slothfart yelled, right before the ogre SLAMMED his club down on the orc again.

      Slothfart disappeared.

      “This is not going well,” I muttered as I blasted Zoran with Soul Suck.

      “Ya think?!” Jen yelled as she hit the Air Mage with a ray of frost, and immediately got sliced with air daggers in return.

      Zoran turned to Jen, and his fist began to glow again. “You were warned.”

      All of a sudden, from behind the bounty hunters came a collective scream of rage.

      Everyone turned to see Russell, Slothfart, and Richard running towards us.

      Russell leapt into the air and threw his war hammer right in the Air Mage’s face, toppling her to the ground.

      “Awww – are ya gobsmacked, luv?” the goblin taunted her as the hammer flew back into his hand.

      “Motherfucker!” Slothfart yelled as he slashed the Shaman across the chest. “That’s for goin’ all The Conjuring on my ass!”

      It only took a second for Zoran to realize what had happened.

      “The Warlock has set up a grave nearby where they’re all resurrecting!” the Monk yelled. “Cirra, find it and destroy it!”

      The Air Mage didn’t even bother getting up – she just skimmed across the floor on a current of air and shot over the ground towards the tombstone.

      “STOP HER!” I yelled. “If she blows up the grave marker, you’re all going to resurrect at the start – ah, shit – ”

      I knew there was no way for any of us to reach the gravestone before the Air Mage.

      Not without dying.

      So I turned and ran smack dab into the ogre.

      “RRRAR!” the 20-foot-tall monster roared as it slammed its spiked club down on me.

      CHRIST that hurts –

      - Are you sure you want to DO this?! Alaria asked in a panic.

      “It’s the only way! Soraiya and Fugly, meet me at the tombstone!” I yelled.

      Two more blows from the club and everything went black.

      The second I opened my eyes I was back at the tombstone.

      And here came Cirra.

      Her eyes grew wide with surprise, and then a look of determination spread over her face.

      I hit her with Doomsday, then followed up with Soul Suck.

      She completely ignored me and concentrated on the grave marker. First a miniature tornado tore at its surface, pulling bits of stone out of it. Then she began to slash it with air daggers, cutting deep grooves in its surface.

      I needed reinforcements, so I called down the imps on her.

      Four bursts of smoke erupted all around her and began to pelt her with fireballs.

      She ignored them – until an even larger one slammed into her back.

      “AAAH!” she screamed in pain, and looked around in a fury.

      Here came Soraiya, flapping her wings as fast as she could.

      Beside her flew a shit-brown blur. There was a hhwwwk-ing sound, and a gob of green goop smacked Cirra right in the forehead.

      “AAAAAH!” she screamed again as her skin sizzled and smoked.

      “Good job, Fugly!” I yelled.

      “yah,” the gargoyle agreed as he headed straight for Cirra’s face.

      That was when my Doomsday spell finally hit, chopping off 8% of her hit points at once.

      Along with all the other attacks, it brought the Air Mage’s total Health down to 27%.

      The onslaught of imps, succubus, and gargoyle proved too much for Cirra. She shot through one of the stone windows back into the atrium and disappeared from view.

      I checked out the gravestone.

      Gravesite integrity: 31%.

      It was still holding.

      “Thank heaven for small favors,” I muttered.

      Suddenly there was a glow in the air, and Richard appeared in front of me.

      “Um… we may have a problem,” he said mildly.

      “What?”

      Russell, Slothfart, and Jen all materialized in front of me, too.

      “They’re bringing the fight to us,” Richard said.

      “Shit,” I hissed as I turned around.

      Zoran and Sketterex were running towards us around the corner. Behind them, Stig scampered to keep up, throwing the odd fireball at their backs.

      “Everybody, form up in front of the gravesite!” I yelled. “We can’t let them through!”

      We all formed a line – me, Soraiya, Jen, Slothfart, Russell, and Richard.

      In the air above us, Fugly hovered on his flapping wings – and a little golden blur whizzed around and whimpered, “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!”

      The Shaman stopped short and began to wave his arms in the air.

      Zoran ran ahead of him and cocked his arm back behind him, his fist beginning to glow blue.

      “Here they come!” I yelled.

      We all steeled ourselves for the onslaught –

      But we’d forgotten the third member of the party.

      “Cirra, clear my way!” Zoran yelled.

      A Category 5 hurricane slammed into us from the side, toppling us all into a pile to the right of the tombstone.

      I looked over in horror to see Cirra emerge from the nearest stone window, a look of angry satisfaction on her acid-scarred face.

      Even worse, I saw Zoran launch himself directly at the gravesite.

      “NO!” I screamed.

      It made no difference.

      The Monk’s glowing fist SLAMMED into the tombstone and blasted it into gravel.

      A window popped up:

      

      Gravesite destroyed.

      Cooldown remaining to create next Gravesite: 2:36

      

      DAMN IT!

      “Guys, just hang on!” I yelled as I stumbled to my feet. “We only have to wait a couple more minutes and then I can create another!”

      “Serpent’s Spirit!” the Shaman yelled, and a spectral green snake flew through the air and tightened around Richard’s body.

      “This is not good,” Richard announced as green electricity sparked across his body, draining his hit points.

      Just then Zoran turned on him with his glowing fist.

      POW! Another shot right to the head.

      Richard disappeared in a flash of light.

      Without a healer, we weren’t going to last long.

      “EVERYBODY – KILL ZORAN!” I yelled.

      “Cirra, prevent the healer from returning!” Zoran yelled, then turned to face our group. “Sketterex, kill the goblin first!”

      All my demons and fellow dungeon-divers attacked the Monk, but he and Sketterex centered all their efforts on Russell. The little tank fought as hard as he could, but after about 20 seconds of roundhouse kicks and ghostly barrages, he disappeared in a flash of light.

      He could come back, though. It might take him 30 seconds or more to get down here, but he could still help us turn the tide.

      Except Richard hadn’t returned yet.

      Where the hell WAS he?

      I remembered Zoran’s order to Cirra: Prevent the healer from returning!

      How the hell is she going to do THAT?

      Then I looked past Zoran and saw for myself.

      The Air Mage was at the far end of the corridor, where the ‘Chutes and Ladders’ door opened up – the place Richard and Russell should have emerged after sliding down from the first floor.

      But Cirra was directing a tornado-strength blast of air through the door and up the chimney. I could hear the wind howling through the stone portal like the souls of the damned.

      Even if Richard and Russell could step inside the chute – which was doubtful, with that much wind blowing at them – there was no way they’d get anywhere close to the bottom. The miniature storm would just blow them back up.

      I tried to hit Cirra with Terrify, but she was out of range.

      Shit – what do I do?!

      I took a gamble and dashed towards her. If I could just get close enough and use Terrify on her, she would go running for the hills, which meant we would get Russell and Richard back.

      It would have worked, in theory, if not for the Shaman.

      “Binding of Spirits!” the dead guy cackled, and I felt hands grab my feet.

      I slammed down face-first onto the stone floor, still out of range.

      I turned around and tried to cast a spell on Sketterex, but more ghostly hands reached up and grabbed my wrists.

      A computer window appeared:

      You have been Bound for 6 seconds!

      NO!

      As I lay there helpless, Zoran and Sketterex finished off Slothfart. The big orc disappeared in a flash of light.

      “Now the frost witch,” Zoran ordered.

      Jen looked at me in panic, though she continued to cast ice bolt after ice bolt at the two bounty hunters. “IAN!”

      “JEN!” I screamed, right before a roundhouse kick to the head caused her to wink out of existence.

      Fugly spat a stream of acid in Zoran’s face. He grimaced as the acid sizzled, then leapt up and caught the gargoyle before he could even react. As Zoran came down, he pulled a three-point superhero landing (see Deadpool) and slammed the tiny demon into the ground.

      POOF!

      Fugly erupted in a ball of fire and disappeared.

      The Binding spell finally ended. The ghost hands retracted back into the ground and I staggered to my feet.

      Stig was teleporting around the Shaman, trying to distract him –

      Zoran shot one hand out, grabbed Stig, and blasted a blue bolt of chi energy through his body.

      POOF!

      Stig was gone.

      Soraiya was the last one left. She fought valiantly with her flaming pitchfork, but Zoran was better at hand-to-hand combat. When she thrust at him, he grabbed the burning shaft of the weapon. Ignoring the searing pain, he pulled her in close and snapped her neck with one punch.

      POOF!

      Soraiya was gone, leaving only me.

      And a Level 1 fairy buzzing around my head in a golden blur.

      “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!”

      The Monk and Shaman both turned to me. A hundred feet behind them, Cirra was still preventing the others from coming back down with her vertical hurricane.

      I could summon Stig and Soraiya, but the two assholes would just kill them again.

      There was only one real option still left open to me:

      RUN.

      I turned around and sprinted in the opposite direction as fast as I could.

      - What are you doing?! Alaria cried out.

      “Trying to figure out what the fuck to do!”

      I looked over at the windows to the atrium as they flashed by.

      If I jumped out into the pit, I would plummet to my death, or the wyverns would eat me –

      Which meant I would resurrect back on the first floor with Jen, Slothfart, and the others.

      Here goes nothin’ –

      I headed for the nearest window, but Zoran figured out my plan.

      “CIRRA, HE’S TRYING TO ESCAPE INTO THE CENTER!” Zoran yelled.

      As I got close, vicious gusts howled out of the window and pushed me backwards. No matter how hard I tried, it was like trying to push my way through a 300 mph wind tunnel.

      And here came Zoran and Sketterex.

      “SHIT!” I yelled, and abandoned my attempt at offing myself.

      Instead, I ran. I turned corner after corner, stumbling over the corpses of dozens of dead monsters.

      I finally saw my old friend the ogre pacing back and forth at the end of the tunnel.

      That’s IT!

      One good clubbing from that guy and I was dead meat!

      I raced towards him as fast as I could –

      But Zoran sprinted past me and got to him first.

      The ogre turned to see two enthusiastic combatants racing towards him. It roared and lifted its club –

      Zoran launched himself 20 feet into the air and did what could only be described as an old-school video game combo attack: two punches to the ogre’s face, a flying roundhouse midair, and then about a half dozen kicks and punches on the way down.

      Zoran’s onslaught smacked the ogre backwards. First the big brute was leeeaning, then it was falling –

      But Zoran wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot.

      The Monk somersaulted beneath the ogre’s body and leapt to his feet. Right before impact, Zoran proceeded to ‘air juggle’ the back of the ogre’s head with a flurry of punches.

      BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM!

      The ogre shrieked with every punch. It sounded like a gorilla riding over speedbumps on a motorcycle.

      “aar-AAR-aar-AAR-aar-AAR – ”

      For the coup de grace, Zoran stepped out from under the ogre’s head and planted a roundhouse in the creature’s temple.

      CRACK!

      The ogre’s head slammed down onto the ground and lolled there, dead.

      ‘5000 XP’ floated up through the air, but it was about the worst consolation prize ever.

      Suddenly I got a better one.

      The stone door leading to the next floor opened up with a rumble.

      Right next to it, on the other side of the doorway, was the ‘Chutes and Ladders’ shortcut to the first floor, though it was still sealed shut.

      Strange to think that Cirra was standing 15 feet above me. She was still at the beginning of this level, sending a tornado up through the shortcut tunnel to keep Jen and the others at bay.

      However, if that open door meant I’d reached the next floor, that also meant there were more monsters.

      More monsters meant imminent death.

      I chose imminent death.

      I ran through the entrance – but Zoran somersaulted like a ninja and leapt up in front of me.

      I stopped short and took a step backwards.

      Just beyond the Monk lay darkness and who knew how many helpfully homicidal creatures.

      Dammit!

      So close…

      I stood in the doorway, unsure of what to do. A Monk on one side of me, an Undead Shaman on the other – and both were stalking toward me like jungle cats.

      “It will be easier if you simply give up,” Zoran said.

      “I don’t know,” Sketterex leered. “I’d like to torture him for what that orc did to me back there.”

      “If you’ve got any ideas, Alaria, I’d love to hear them,” I said nervously.

      - Take me out of your shirt!

      I didn’t see what good that was going to do, but I reached into my shirt and pulled out the tiny dungeon core.

      - DEEK! she cried, though I could only hear her in my head. Deek, if you can hear me, it’s Alaria! Please, I need your help!

      Suddenly, to my immediate left, the ‘chutes and ladders’ door slid open with a gravelly crrruk!

      I could see a smooth spiral slide just beyond the door jamb. A single torch flickered weakly above it.

      I could also hear the muted roar of Cirra’s wind tunnel above me. The air must have been blocked off, because even though she was 15 feet directly over my head, there was nary a breeze to be felt.

      I stared at the open chute in shock.

      - It’s Deek! Alaria shouted joyously. GET IN THERE!

      Zoran realized what was happening just as I did.

      “STOP HIM!” he yelled at Sketterex –

      But the slab separating the two floors SLAMMED down behind me, cutting me off from the Shaman.

      I glanced at Zoran, then turned to dive for the chute.

      “Oh no you don’t!” the Monk snarled.

      He was just about to leap at me when something else got him first.

      It was one of the wyverns from the thousand-foot atrium. It leapt through the nearest open window and tackled Zoran to the ground, then proceeded to go to town on him like a reptilian Cuisinart.

      - GO! Alaria screamed, and I jumped.

      I hit the slick, sloped surface and began to slide downward in a spiral. Between the flickering torches lining the curved walls, I caught glimpses of horizontal stone platforms sliding back into the wall. Had even one remained in place, I would have come to the end of my trip pretty damn quickly – but they all retracted, and I kept on sliding.

      I tried counting the floors as I slid past, but at least five had already gone by when I started, and the rest became a jumbled blur. 5, 6, 7… 10… 15…

      Then I remembered that I had started on the 12th floor and already passed five. By the time I did some quick mental math to come up with 32, I was sure I had passed another 10. I gave up counting as I spiraled downward in the flickering light of the torches –

      And then a door suddenly opened up as the corkscrew came to an end.

      I slid out of the tunnel onto a small runway, slowed to a halt after a few yards, and blinked at the much brighter room I’d entered.

      Did I say room?

      Make that a stadium.

      The place was gigantic, the size of an NFL sports arena – except it was all made of marble and lit by softly shimmering crystals on sconces in the walls.

      There were beautiful balconies, statues in alcoves, fountains topped with sculptures burbling with water. The arched cathedral ceilings a hundred feet above me were covered with paintings that looked like lost masterpieces of the Renaissance. The overall impression was like someone had crossed the inside of a Viennese opera house with the fountains and statues of Florence, Italy – but with orcs, elves, and dwarves instead of Roman gods.

      I registered all that in an instant… but then I completely forgot it, because something much more pressing was right in front of me.

      Thousands and thousands of creatures were gathered in a crowd and looking right at me.

      There were all the monsters I’d seen on the floors above: centaurs. Satyrs. Fauns. Gorgons. Harpies. Ogres. Ents. Wyverns. Golems. Hags. Gremlins. Hobgoblins. Kobolds. Minotaurs. Elemental spirits. All the various water creatures we’d encountered in the grotto.

      And there were many more creatures I hadn’t seen yet, but which doubtless would have shown up on the other levels: manticores. Chimeras. Nymphs. Dryads. And dozens and dozens more.

      To top it all off, a green dragon towered above the crowd, its horned head nearly brushing the ceilings above it.

      And all of them were looking directly at me.

      To say I was terrified was an understatement. Let’s just say I was glad there was no crapping in OtherWorld, otherwise my pants would have had a good-sized Hershey’s squirt in them.

      But none of the creatures attacked me. They watched cautiously, but none struck an aggressive pose.

      I gingerly got up off the floor.

      - Don’t worry, they won’t hurt you, Alaria said.

      “You’re sure?”

      - If they wanted to kill you, the ten closest ones could have already done it by now.

      True…

      Then suddenly, the crowd began to part. First the front line, then the monsters behind them, until a channel appeared through them like Moses parting the Red Sea.

      The intent was obvious: Come this way.

      I swallowed hard, and began to walk through the crowd on wobbly knees.

      Everywhere I turned, inhuman eyes stared at me. Yellow glowing ones; white blank ones; red burning ones; the slitted eyes of reptiles. All just watched me in silence as I crept forward through the hall.

      Finally, once I’d passed the dragon – whose scaly, scraping tail sounded like an avalanche of stones as it lumbered out of my way – the remaining crowd parted, and I could see marble steps leading up to a stone platform at the far end of the room.

      Behind the platform were the most elaborate sculptures yet – hundreds of feet of beautiful statues frozen in a battle scene from some great war out of the past. But none of it was nearly as mesmerizing as what sat in front of it.

      On top of a rounded, elegant marble pedestal sat a two-foot-tall crystal. At least, two feet were visible – though I suspected at least part of the crystal was embedded within the pedestal itself.

      The stone glowed with unearthly, purplish light. Deep beneath the facets of its crystalline surface, flecks of amethyst sparkled like stars in some far-off galaxy.

      As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I looked around to see if any of the creatures were going to stop me.

      None did, so I walked up the steps in awe, wondering if I should bow, or kneel, or what.

      I wondered if it would communicate with me telepathically, the way Alaria did.

      When it finally spoke, though, its words were audible for all to hear.

      I had been expecting the wise, soft voice of a Sir Alec Guinness… or maybe the commanding tones of Sir Ian McKellen crying out, You shall not pass!

      Or at least some other ‘Sir.’

      Somebody regal… majestic… British.

      Yeah… not so much.

      The booming blast of a bass at a Metallica concert slammed into my body.

      “ALARIA?! IS THAT YOU, BABY?! DAAAAAMN, GIRL, YOU LOOKIN’ FINE!”
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      I stood there staring at the crystal in shock.

      It sounded like JB Smoove from Curb Your Enthusiasm, Larry David’s streetwise black houseguest.

      Actually, make that JB Smoove yelling through a bullhorn right into my ear.

      Any second I kept expecting him to bust out with, E-jack-uh-lit? Well it could’n’ta been mine – you know why? Cuz I gets mines, Larry! I brings the ruckus to the ladies!

      Apparently Alaria wasn’t taken aback by all the shouting, though.

      - Hey, Deek!

      “IT IS YOU! COME ON, NOW, BRING YOUR BAD ASS ON OVER HERE SO I CAN GET A GOOD LOOK ATCHA!”

      I just stood there in shock, not doing anything.

      - Um, Ian? Alaria said.

      Before I could answer her, the dungeon core spoke again.

      “HEY, MEATBAG, GET A MOVE ON! LIFT MY LADY UP SO I CAN SEE HER!”

      I looked around in confusion, and finally realized who he was talking to.

      “…you mean me?” I asked, pointing to myself.

      “YEAH, DUMBASS, ‘COURSE I MEAN YOU! YOU SEE ANYBODY ELSE CARRYIN’ A DUNGEON CORE AROUND THEIR NECK?”

      I hurriedly fumbled the chain out of my shirt. As I did, the purple crystal kept booming.

      “DAMN, ALARIA, YOU GOTTA PICK YO’ SERVANTS BETTER. HE KIND OF SLOW IN THE HEAD, IF YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN.”

      - Actually, he’s my former master.

      “‘FORMER’? WHAT HAPPENED? YOU FALLEN ON HARD TIMES, GIRL?”

      “…what?” I said, pretty sure that was a diss.

      - No, everything was going great until my soul got trapped inside this crystal.

      “WHAT YOU TALKIN’ ‘BOUT, ‘TRAPPED’? THIS AN UPGRADE, GIRL! DAMN, YOU LOOK FINE! GOT THOSE FIIIINE CRYSTALLINE PLANES GOIN’ ON!”

      Alaria giggled.

      – You always were a smooth talker.

      I realized that I was hearing the dungeon core in front of me with my ears, but I could still only hear Alaria’s voice inside my head.

      “Um, excuse me,” I said, tentatively raising one finger. “You can hear her?”

      “‘COURSE I CAN HEAR HER! HOW YOU THINK I’M CARRYIN’ ON A CONVERSATION WITH HER, MOTHAFUCKA? SHE’S SPEAKIN’ DUNGEON CORE! I’M JUST SURPRISED YOUR MEATBAG ASS CAN HEAR HER!”

      “Only when I touch her,” I said.

      “OHHHH – YOU PROGRESSIN’ ALREADY, BABY! COMMUNICATIN’ WITH MEAT BAGS – THAT’S PRETTY GOOD FOR JUST BEIN’ BORN! SO THAT’S YOUR DUNGEON FAIRY STILL BUZZIN’ AROUND UP THERE, HUH?”

      - Yeah – can you make sure she’s safe?

      “SURE, BABY, I’LL SEND SOMEBODY TO GO GET HER RIGHT NOW.”

      As they kept talking, I translated Deek’s comment about ‘being born’ into ‘Level 1’ – and that made me instantly curious to find out what level this guy was at. As he and Alaria continued to talk, I selected the crystal and peered at his stats.

      Holy Mary Mother of God.

      Dungeon Core – Level 972.

      But strangely, only 50,000 hit points –

      “HEY, MEAT BAG – I CAN FEEL YOU DOIN’ THAT, YOU KNOW. IT AIN’T POLITE TO GO LOOKIN’ AT A PERSON’S PRIVATES WITHOUT ASKIN’.”

      I stepped back in alarm. “You could feel that?”

      I had never, ever encountered any other creature in OtherWorld that could tell when you were checking out its stats.

      Of course, I’d never encountered a dungeon core other than Alaria, either.

      “COURSE I CAN, MOTHAFUCKA! HOW’D YOU LIKE IT IF I PULLED DOWN YO’ PANTS TO TAKE A LOOK AT WHAT YOU GOT, HUH?”

      “S-Sorry…” I stuttered.

      - Goddess, Ian, what were you doing? Alaria asked in embarrassment.

      “AHHH, JUST SOME WARLOCK SHIT, BABY,” Deek said dismissively, then spoke to me again. “JUST DON’T DO IT AGAIN, MEATBAG. NOW WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT ABOUT GETTIN’ TRAPPED IN THERE, BABY?”

      - It’s a long story, but the short version is a former master put me in here.

      “NOT THIS DUDE?”

      There was a calamitous noise behind me, a thousand growls and roars.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw that all the creatures in the underground cathedral were rearing up to attack me. The dragon had opened its mouth, and I saw the glow of a flame in the back of its throat.

      “Aaaaah!” I yelled as I stumbled backwards in fright.

      - No, no, he freed me! Alaria said quickly.

      “OH… SIMMER DOWN, EVERYBODY.”

      All the monsters and creatures suddenly eased off, and the fire in the dragon’s open mouth extinguished.

      I stood there trembling.

      Second virtual Hershey’s squirt moment.

      “SO YOU AIN’T A SLAVE NO MORE? HUH…” I could tell from the tone of Deek’s voice that he had shifted his attention to me. “SORRY, MEATBAG – MAYBE I MISJUDGED YOU.”

      - I, uh… actually, I’m in love with him, too, Alaria admitted.

      “WHAAAAAT?” the dungeon core exclaimed, then howled with laughter. “HAHAHA – I DON’T BELIEVE IT! FUCK-CRAZY ALARIA SETTLIN’ DOWN WITH ONE MAN?”

      - One MAN. Not one person.

      “OHHHHH – YOU GETTIN’ SOME LADY STRANGE ON THE SIDE, HUH? HAHAHA – THAT’S THE ALARIA I KNOW!” Then I could tell Deek was speaking to me again. “WELL, MOTHERFUCKA, IF YOU GOOD BY ALARIA, YOU GOOD BY ME.”

      “Uh… thanks…”

      The voice shifted to speak to all the creatures out in the cavern. “WE GOOD! Y’ALL GO ON, NOW!”

      The creatures all began to slink away and disappear into various alcoves set into the walls.

      “NOW, WHAT YOU DOIN’ COMIN’ AROUND THIS WAY, BABY? SOMEHOW I DON’T THINK YOU JUST DROPPED IN TO SAY HELLO.”

      - No. I need your help, Deek. I want back in my own body.

      “WHY THE HELL WOULD YOU WANT THAT?!”

      - Besides the sex?

      “OH, YEAH… I GUESS THAT WOULD BE A HINDRANCE FOR A SUCCUBUS…”

      - I like my old body, Deek. And thanks to Ian, I’m free now. I can go out and see the world.

      “JUST BUILD A DUNGEON, BABY, AND THE WORLD’LL COME TO YOU!”

      - You know what I mean.

      The dungeon core audibly sighed. “YEAH… YEAH, I DO. WELL, I GOT GOOD NEWS AND I GOT BAD NEWS. WHICH ONE YOU WANT FIRST?”

      - Oh Goddess… the bad news, I guess.

      “ALRIGHT. WELL, THE THING IS, I CAN’T CREATE ANYTHING OTHER THAN A TEMPORARY FORM FOR YA.”

      Alaria and I both spoke at the same time.

      - What?

      “What?”

      “YEAH. OTHERWISE WE’D ALL PUT OURSELVES IN AN INDESTRUCTIBLE MEAT SUIT AND WALK THE FUCK OUT. SO I CAN DO A TEMPORARY MEAT SUIT FOR YA, BUT IT AIN’T GONNA LAST. YOUR SOUL’S GONNA EVENTUALLY GO BACK INTO THE DUNGEON CORE.”

      “But we’ve got her body,” I said.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT! WHERE?”

      I unfastened a bag from my belt and laid it on the ground. After selecting the icon of Alaria’s body on the computer window, I began to pull the bag backwards as though uncovering something heavy.

      First her feet appeared… then her legs… then her torso. I had to wiggle the bag over her mountainous breasts, but her head and tangled black hair came out easily enough.

      She was still warm, and her eyes stared up blankly at the artwork on the ceiling.

      “WELL, SHEEE-IT… THAT MAKES THINGS A HELLUVA LOT EASIER, THEN.”

      “Why?”

      “CUZ IT’S EASIER TO PLUG THE SOUL BACK IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTAINER.”

      “Why?”

      “WHY YOU KEEP ASKIN’ ‘WHY’ ALL THE TIME, MOTHAFUCKA? WHY’S THE SKY BLUE INSTEAD OF GREEN? I DON’T KNOW, IT JUST IS. BUT HOLD UP A MINUTE, ALARIA – YOU SERIOUSLY WANNA GO FROM THAT FIIINE-ASS CRYSTAL BACK INTO A MEAT SUIT? REALLY?”

      - Deek, Alaria warned in a tone of voice like ‘Stop fucking around.’

      “ALRIGHT, ALRIGHT. WELL, THIS CHANGES THINGS, BUT THERE’S STILL GOOD AND BAD NEWS. YOU WANT THE BAD NEWS FIRST AGAIN?”

      Alaria sounded terrified as she whispered, - Yes.

      “I CAN’T PUT YOU BACK IN YOUR BODY.”

      Alaria gave a strangled sob.

      The sound was like an icepick through my heart.

      “HOLD ON, HOLD ON – THE GOOD NEWS IS, YOU CAN DO IT. BUT I’MM’A HAVE TO TEACH YOU HOW.”

      - Really? she cried out, overjoyed.

      “YEAH, BABY!”

      “You can teach her?” I asked, slightly shocked. I figured getting a soul back into a physical body was something a bit more advanced than a Level 1 dungeon core could handle.

      “CAN I DO THAT,” Deek muttered to himself, then unloaded on me like a foghorn. “IF I COULDN’T DO IT, MOTHERFUCKER, I WOULDN’T ‘A SAID I COULD!”

      “Okay, okay – ”

      “IF I SAY I CAN DO SOMETHIN’, YOU BEST BELIEVE IT!”

      “Okay!” I said, putting my hands out like Uncle!

      Suddenly a window appeared:

      

      The Crystal of Vos Says YES!

      

      ‘5000 XP’ floated up through the air.

      Nice! I’d completed the quest.

      And I got another nice little surprise: I leveled up.

      A beam of light surrounded me, trumpets blasted, and the words ‘Level 26’ appeared.

      “LOOKS LIKE SOMEBODY JUST CREAMED HIS PANTS,” Deek snorted.

      I ignored him, because a new message appeared in a computer window in front of me:

      You have been upgraded to ‘Unholy Quintet’!

      …uh, what?

      I scanned the computer window’s explanation. Apparently instead of summoning four imps to fight for me temporarily, I now could summon five.

      Whoop-de-fucking-do.

      I had to remind myself that Gravesite had been a pretty bitchin’ ability, and I’d just gotten that at Level 24. The game wasn’t going to hand out awesome new powers like candy on Halloween.

      I sighed and closed all the computer windows.

      Meanwhile, Deek had turned his attention back to Alaria. “I JUST GOTTA GET YOU POWERFUL ENOUGH WHERE YOU CAN DO IT YO’SELF. SO, FIRST LESSON: YOU AN’ ME, WE GONNA HAVE TO LINK UP.”

      ‘Link up’?

      What the fuck did that mean?

      Apparently Alaria didn’t know either.

      - What do you mean by ‘link up’?

      Swear to God, I could almost hear 70’s porno music in the background as Deek started speaking.

      “I MEAN, WE GOT TO GET IN A GROOOOVE, SISTER,” he purred. “WE GOT TO BECOME ONE –ME ALL UP INSIDE YOU, FEELIN’ WHAT YOU FEEL, TOUCHIN’ EVERY PART OF YOU, DEEP INSIDE YOU, WITH ALL THE POWER I GOT.”

      I coughed and raised a finger. “Um…”

      “HAHA, LOOKIT THAT, YO’ BOYFRIEND’S ALL JEALOUS ‘N SHIT,” Deek laughed. “DON’T WORRY, HOMIE, I AIN’T GONNA BANG YOUR GIRL. THAT’S WHAT YOU MEATBAGS DO. NAW, WHAT I DO IS SPIRITUAL. COME ON, NOW, TOUCH HER TO ME. COME ON, DO IT!”

      I eyed the glowing purple crystal.

      The two-foot-long, big-around-as-my-forearm purple crystal.

      “Um… Alaria?”

      - Go ahead, Ian – I trust him.

      I really didn’t like Deek’s tone of voice, but what was I going to say?

      ‘No, I don’t want you to help get her back in her body because you sound like a character out of Super Fly’?

      I took the necklace from around my head and touched the tiny crystal to the much larger one. They both began to glow at once.

      “OKAY, OKAY – YEAH, YOU DEFINITELY GOT SOME LEARNIN’ TO DO, BUT YOU ONLY TWO DAYS OLD. YOU DOIN’ ALRIGHT, BABY. FIRST THING WE NEED TO DO IS GET YOU CREATIN’ SOME SHIT.”

      I assumed that meant dungeons and creatures.

      Which would probably be pretty cool, but there were other issues to consider, too.

      “Um… I don’t mean to be rude – ” I said.

      “BUT YOU GONNA BE ANYWAY, HUH.”

      “It’s just that there are three bounty hunters trying to get to me.”

      “THOSE THREE FUCKERS I RESCUED YOU FROM UP THERE?”

      “Uh… yeah.”

      “SO?”

      “So, if they’re coming after me, they could be a danger to you, too.”

      The dungeon core burst out laughing.

      “HAHAHAHA! OH, MAN, IF I HAD EYES TO CRY, I’D BE WIPIN’ ‘EM RIGHT NOW. YEAH, THOSE THREE DOUCHEBAGS AIN’T GONNA GET PAST THE 50TH FLOOR. TRUST ME. AND THAT’S IF I TAKE IT EASY ON ‘EM.”

      “Uh… okay…”

      “ALRIGHT, BABY, WE GONNA START WITH THE FOUR B’s. THAT’S BUILDIN’, BODIES, BINDIN’, ‘N BRINGIN’. REALLY, IT SHOULD BE SUMMONIN’ INSTEAD OF BRINGIN’, BUT ‘THE THREE B’s AND AN S’ DON’T SOUND NEARLY AS GOOD.

      “NOW WHAT THAT MEANS IS, WE GOT TO GET YOU BUILDIN’ PHYSICAL STRUCTURES… CREATIN’ NEW BODIES OUT OF THE MATERIALS YOU GOT… BINDIN’ THOSE BODIES TO YOU, PLUS ANY OTHER CREATURES WHO WANNA CAST IN THEY LOT WITH YOU… AND BRINGIN’ ‘EM BACK TO LIFE WHEN THEY DIE.

      “WE’LL START WITH BUILDIN’, CUZ THAT’S THE EASIEST, BUT BEFORE YOU CAN AFFECT THE WORLD AROUND YOU, YOU GOTTA LEARN TO BUILD A WORLD INSIDE YOU, DIG? YOU GOTTA IMAGINE IT ‘N SHIT, EVERY LITTLE DETAIL. JUST START WITH PICTURIN’ A ROOM, FIRST.”

      - Okay… Alaria said hesitantly.

      “OKAY – GOOD, GOOD!”

      “You can see it?” I asked the dungeon core.

      “FUCK YEAH I CAN SEE IT!”

      - Can Ian see it, too? Alaria asked shyly. I mean, can I show it to him?

      “HUH… YEAH, THAT WAS GONNA BE LESSON FIVE, BUT HELL, I GUESS YOU BEEN TALKIN’ TO HIM ALL ALONG, SO WE CAN SKIP AHEAD. YEAH, GO AHEAD – JUST KIND OF OPEN YOURSELF UP TO HIM LIKE YOU DID TO ME.”

      A tingling electric current surged through my fingers and body, and then I was no longer in Deek’s underground court.

      I was somewhere else entirely.
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      I stood inside a cave the size of a small house. There was no entrance, no tunnel or doorway. It was just an underground pocket of space with rocks on every side – floor, ceiling, and every point of the compass.

      There was no light source, yet somehow I could see. Which was confusing.

      “Alaria?!” I called out.

      I heard her muffled voice as though she were behind all those barriers of rock.

      “I’m here…”

      Suddenly a portion of the cave wall crumbled – literally fell away into pieces of gravel that miraculously disappeared as soon as they hit the ground. What was left behind was a rectangular door, and beyond it a tunnel carved out of rock. Everything inside was pitch black.

      “Should I go through that?” I asked warily.

      “Yes.” Her voice was clearer now. “I’m here… I’m trying to get you closer to me…”

      I set off through the tunnel – which reached an end after just ten feet. But as soon as I walked up to the wall, it disintegrated, like an invisible version of Fugly’s acid was eating away at the stone.

      I continued to follow the tunnel as it melted away – and then suddenly it broke through into a larger cave.

      This one’s walls were made of bright red rocks that glowed from within.

      And right in the center of the room was Alaria.

      Alive and smiling, tears shining in her eyes.

      As soon as I saw her, I cried out and ran to her.

      She ran to me, too, and we met in the middle, crashing into each other’s arms, kissing hard.

      It was her. It really was. I could taste the cinnamon of her mouth, could feel the warmth of her skin.

      She started crying, and I hugged her to me fiercely, my face buried in her sweet-smelling hair.

      “It’s okay – you did it!” I cried out.

      “No… I didn’t.”

      I pulled back and looked at her in alarm. “What? But you’re here – I can taste you, I can feel you – ”

      She shook her head sadly. “This is all fake. It’s all in my mind. You get to see it, yes, but it doesn’t really exist.”

      I stood there gawping at her as I realized, You idiot, this is EXACTLY what OtherWorld is.

      A perfect representation of a world where everything seemed real, and felt real, and smelled real –

      But wasn’t.

      Truth to tell, the fact that I was inside a simulation inside a simulation was kind of messing with my mind, but I shook it off.

      “But if you can create this, you can eventually get back into your body, right?” I asked.

      “Yes. Creating a world in here is the first step to altering the one out there – including my own body,” she sobbed – but she was smiling the entire time.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as I wiped tears away from her cheeks.

      “I was so afraid I would never get to hold you again… or kiss you again… or have you inside me again…”

      As soon as she said that, my heart skipped a beat and I felt a familiar tightness in the crotch of my pants.

      “We can… we can have sex in here?” I whispered, almost afraid that saying it out loud would somehow make it not true.

      “Yes,” she giggled through her tears.

      And then it was on.

      We kissed passionately, our hands fumbling frantically to peel off each other’s clothes.

      I pulled her bra straps off, and her bikini top fell away from her breasts – so firm, so huge. I grabbed one of her tits and got even harder feeling the weight of it in my hand, the firm tip of her nipple pressing against my palm.

      I don’t care how stacked she was as a robot, or how beautifully her metal body had been sculpted – there was no way steel could compete with her soft, warm skin.

      I tugged down her g-string panties and kneaded her amazing bubble butt with one hand. With the other, I ran my fingers through the curly little landing strip of hair above her pussy. Her soft, hot lips were already drenched, and I stroked upwards from them to her erect little clit.

      She moaned and pulled my shirt off. She dropped to her knees, her fall cushioned by her thigh-high leather boots, and pulled at my pants. She didn’t even try to get them all the way off – she just got them down far enough for my stiff cock to spring out of my pants.

      “Oh,” she whispered. She looked at my cock with intense longing as she took it softly in her hand – and then, with a quick glance up into my eyes, enveloped me with her wet, warm mouth.

      “OH GOD!” I cried out as she plunged down on my shaft, taking me all the way into the back of her throat. She bobbed her head back and forth as she fondled my balls.

      “I have to fuck you,” I growled, and she nodded, still with my cock in her mouth. She let go and tugged my pants the rest of the way down until I was standing there naked in front of her.

      I pulled her up to me and kissed her hard, feeling my erection slide wetly across her taut, firm stomach. Then I pulled back. “Let’s put out my clothes on the floor so you can lie on them.”

      “Why? Let’s get on the bed.”

      “What b– ” I started to say, then looked behind her.

      There was a bed in the center of the room where two minutes ago there hadn’t been. A stone frame that rose up out of the floor, and a plush mattress covered with silk sheets.

      I stared at it, then at her. She just giggled and led me by the hand as she lay down on the mattress.

      “You just now created this?”

      “Uh-huh,” she whispered as she pulled me down on top of her. I could feel the leather of her thigh-highs brushing against my legs.

      “So… you control everything here, right? The room, the bed – wait, did you create your own body, too?”

      “Yes,” she said as she grabbed my cock and positioned the head right at the lips of her pussy.

      “Wait – does that mean you created me, too?!”

      “Oh my GODDESS, Ian, just FUCK ME!” she begged.

      “Wait, wait, hold up – you created my body here, right?”

      She flopped back on the bed in exasperation. Her breasts looked heavenly as they jiggled. “Yes – Goddess! Can we fuck now, PLEASE?”

      “Make me bigger.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “Make my cock bigger. Make it as big as you want it.”

      She smiled a little, caught off guard. “I like it the way it is – ”

      “Make it so it brings you as much pleasure as it possibly can.”

      She licked her lips like she was thirsty… then nodded.

      I looked down –

      JESUS.

      I was packing a porn star’s cock, at least ten inches long, and thick.

      Part of me was like, Aw, man – couldn’t it have just been, like, HALF an inch longer than normal?

      But the other part of me couldn’t wait to try it out.

      I angled my hips, pressed the swollen head between her lips, and sloooowly eased the tip in.

      “OHHHHHH,” she moaned, and clasped her thighs against my sides.

      God she was tight when I was this big.

      I wasn’t really a fan of ‘tight’ – I liked soft and sensual rather than a death grip – but if this was what she really wanted, I wanted to give it to her.

      I kept on going, easing inch after inch after inch inside her –

      “OHHHHHH!” she groaned, and circled her leather-clad legs around my ass.

      I finally felt my crotch touch hers. Just as I did, I felt the very tip of my cock bottom out as it touched something firm and wet deep inside her.

      “GUHHHH,” she gurgled, a guttural, animal sound of pleasure I’d never heard from her before.

      I began to move in and out of her. She dug her fingernails into my back and used her legs to force me inside her deeper, harder, faster.

      With every stroke, the head of my cock hit soft flesh deep inside her.

      “UNH!” she cried out, and bit her lip.

      “Are you okay?” I asked breathlessly.

      She nodded. “It hurts a little – but it’s a GOOD hurt.”

      I nodded and started moving faster. She grunted and ground down on me harder, angling my hips so that the head of my cock pressed firmly against the walls of her vagina with every stroke, from her g-spot all the way to where I bottomed out inside her.

      I have to admit, I spent more time looking at my dick going in and out of her than I did looking at her. I was entranced with the visual – the thick, veiny monster parting her crimson lips.

      She cried out with every thrust, a thick-throated “UNH, UNH, UNH, UNH – ”

      But she didn’t come.

      I tried going faster and harder – really giving it to her good and deep –

      But though she kept grunting with pleasure, she still wasn’t making any of the sounds she normally did when she got close to coming.

      I paused so that I could look down into her face. “Is something wrong?”

      She bit her lip again. “Would it be alright if we went back to the normal way you are?”

      I looked at her funny. “Don’t you like this?”

      “It’s fun… and it feels good… but it’s not you. And I want YOU.”

      I broke out into a big smile.

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      Suddenly I felt the tightness around my cock recede. When I pulled out, I was back to normal size.

      Which kind of sucked from an ego perspective…

      …but FUCK it felt amazing.

      I moved inside her as deep as I could –

      “Ahhhh,” she sighed, a look of bliss on her face. “There you are.”

      “You like me the way I am?” I whispered.

      “No…”

      My heart sank.

      She broke out into a grin. “I love you the way you are.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Good… because I love you the way you are.”

      I moved inside her slowly, and this time we stared into each other’s eyes, totally ignoring our bodies except for the pleasure of my movements inside her.

      She began to make a soft little whimper that climbed in pitch and intensity, and she dug her fingers into my back again.

      Tears ran down the sides of her face and she smiled. “I was afraid we would never get to do this again…”

      I kissed her softly, and cradled her face in my hands. “We’ll do it always – forever. I promise.”

      She half-laughed, half-cried, and then her whimpers became loud moans, and then one long, unbroken scream. I felt her contractions around me, pulsing around my cock.

      Those sensations, combined with her orgasmic cries, were about to push me over the edge –

      So I pulled out.

      She looked at me in surprise, her breasts heaving as she panted. “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t want to stop fucking you, but I was about to come.”

      “Go ahead and come!”

      “In a minute,” I said, then grinned. “I want to try something first.”

      “What are you – OHHH,” she gasped as I plunged my head between her thighs and began to lick her clit.

      She squirmed and twisted beneath me, pressing her hips up against my mouth as I sucked her tiny rosebud.

      “OHHHH!” she cried out, basically humping my face with her pussy –

      And then I crawled back up on top of her and slid my cock inside her.

      “OOOOOH!” she moaned as I began thrusting inside her again. She forced her leather-clad boots into my ass, pushing me as deep as I could go. I could tell she was getting close –

      And then I slid out of her again.

      “NOOOOO!” she cried out in agony.

      Seconds later I plunged two fingers inside her and began to stroke her g-spot as I sucked greedily at her clit.

      “OH – IAN – OH – FUCK – GODDESS – OH FUCK, IAN, I’M GOING TO COME – ”

      “Mm-hm,” I murmured as I continued to suck her clit.

      “No, baby, you don’t – UNH – understand – I’m going to squirt – UNNNH – ”

      I could tell she was holding back as much as she could, giving me time to ‘get clear.’

      I kept stroking inside her with my fingers, but I raised my head up just millimeters above her clit.

      “Alaria?” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “Come in my mouth, baby.”

      And then I plunged my tongue back down on her clit.

      She began screaming louder than I’d ever heard her scream in my life.

      At the same time, she grabbed my hair with her hands and forced me into her pussy so hard I thought she might crush me.

      But still I kept sucking her lips and stroking her g-spot.

      Suddenly hot liquid streamed into my mouth and across my face. It tasted like her – cinnamon and vanilla mixed, slightly sweet, definitely spicy.

      “OH – OH – OH – OH – OH – Oh – Oh – oh… ohhhhhhh,” she groaned, and finally collapsed limp beneath me, her hands falling to the bed.

      I pulled up and looked at the damp spot beneath her body… saw her thighs still trembling… saw her chest heaving as she gasped.

      I crawled back up on top of her and eased my way inside her.

      God damn she was wet.

      “Ohhhhhhhh,” she murmured, her eyes still closed.

      I kissed her mouth, and she French-kissed me back.

      “I like tasting you on me,” she whispered.

      “Good,” I murmured in her ear as I began to move inside her.

      “Babe?”

      “Yeah?” I said.

      “I want to do something.”

      “…okay…?”

      “Stand on the bed.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what she had planned, but I complied.

      She got into a kneeling position in front of me and began to suck me again, using both her mouth and her hand to stroke up and down my shaft. The other hand she used to cup my balls.

      “Oh… babe… I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” I groaned.

      She pulled her mouth away and smiled. “That’s the idea. But I have a request.”

      “What?”

      “Put it off as long as you can.”

      “I don’t know if – ohhhhh – ”

      She went back to sucking me and stroking my cock at the same time.

      I looked down at her – this perfect specimen of womanhood, so beautiful and sexy and loving, pleasuring me, my cock in her mouth, her eyes staring into mine and giving me a mischievous wink.

      “Unnnh,” I groaned, my face contorting in pleasure and pain. “I’m getting close.”

      “Leh meh know rih weh – ” she said, her mouth still around my cock.

      “What?”

      She popped me out of her mouth. “Let me know right when you’re almost there.”

      “…okay…” I said uneasily, not quite sure what she had planned.

      She went back to sucking me – deepthroating me, actually.

      “Oh, fuck – babe, I’m so close – ”

      She looked up at me like You’re sure?

      “Oh fuck – I’m going to come – ”

      She popped me out of her mouth but continued to run her tongue wetly over the underside of my head. At the same time, one soft, wet hand pumped up and down my shaft. The other hand clamped tight against my balls, increasing the pressure until I thought I would explode.

      And with her tongue still licking my cock she said, “Come all over my face.”

      Oh FUCK.

      I screamed as I came.

      Jets of white covered her face – her forehead, her nose, even her hair. She laughed in glee as I came all over her – and then, just as I was petering out, she put her mouth back on my cock to suck the last few drops out of me. I groaned in pleasure, then watched in amazement as she took her finger and wiped every last bit of my cum into her mouth, swallowing it greedily. When I was finally limp in her hand and her face was clean, she pulled me down towards the bed.

      “Come lie beside me.”

      “Um… okay…”

      She frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      I pointed at my face. “Um…”

      She squinted in irritation. “You don’t mind me tasting my own juices, but you don’t want to get close to yours, do you.”

      “Well…”

      “Ugh. Men.”

      She backed away about two feet, and then every inch of her body burst into flame. Not in a disturbing way; after all, she was a succubus. But flame roared across her entire body without consuming even one hair on her head.

      She even opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, and showed me the flames dancing across it.

      Then the fire evaporated with a fssss, and she was sitting there completely as she had been – but with no wetness shining on her face.

      “There – all gone. Satisfied?” she said with an arched eyebrow.

      “Thanks,” I grinned as I dropped down and fell with her onto the bed.

      “Anything for you,” she whispered as she pressed her body against mine.

      I kissed her deeply – and all I could taste was the cinnamon and vanilla I knew so well.
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      Afterwards we lay in each other’s arms.

      “I’m so happy, I never want to leave,” Alaria sighed as she hugged me tightly to her.

      “I gotta admit, if this is the backup plan, it’s a pretty damn good one,” I said. “But you do still want to get back into your body, right?”

      “Of course… I was just saying that because I’ve missed you so much. But no, I don’t want to spend the next 500 years as a crystal.”

      A loud voice suddenly shook the entire cave. “YO, I HATE TO INTERRUPT, BABY, BUT YOU NEED TO GET BACK TO WORK IF YOU WANNA GET BACK IN THAT MEAT SUIT O’ YOURS.”

      “What the fuck, dude?!” I yelled as I covered up my junk. “Have you been watching the entire time?!”

      “FIRST OFF, DUMBASS, NO I WAS NOT WATCHIN’. I AIN’T EVEN TRYIN’ TO SEE WHAT THE FUCK YOU WAS DOIN’ RIGHT NOW, THOUGH I GOT A GOOD IDEA. SECOND OFF, I GOT NO INTEREST IN WHERE YOU MEATBAGS STICK YOUR DANGLY BITS OR WHAT YOU PUT IN YOUR HOLES, SO EVEN IF I WAS WATCHIN’, IT’D BE ABOUT THE MOST BORING THING IN THE WORLD TO ME. RATHER BE WATCHIN’ PAINT DRYIN’. THIRD – YOU AIN’T EVEN REAL IN THERE, MAN! YO’ REAL BODY’S UP HERE SITTIN’ NEXT TO ME DROOLIN’ ALL OVER YO’SELF LIKE AN IDJIT, ALL MORONICAL ‘N SHIT! COME ON, NOW!”

      I realized he had a point, no matter how indelicately he’d made it.

      “Alright, alright, just give us a minute,” I griped. “How do I get out of here, anyway?”

      “SHE GOTTA LET YOU GO.”

      “Let him go?” Alaria asked fearfully.

      “NOT FOREVER – DAMN, GIRL, CHILL! YOU JUST GOT TO LET HIM GO SO HE CAN SLIP BACK INTO HIS DROOLIN’-ASS BODY, DAS ALL.”

      “Oh… alright,” she said hesitantly. “Can you let us say goodbye?”

      “YEAH, YEAH, TAKE YOUR TIME. ACTUALLY, ON SECOND THOUGHT, DON’T TAKE YOUR TIME. NO TELLIN’ WHAT THE FUCK YOU TWO HORNY MUTHAFUCKAS’D GET UP TO IF YOU HAD ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD.”

      “Fine, I’ll be right out!” I yelled.

      “YEAH, YEAH…”

      And then the voice was gone.

      I smiled at Alaria, cupped her face in my hands, and kissed her. Then I backed up a few inches. “You heard the man. Uh, dungeon core. I guess I better be going and let you get back to business.”

      She grabbed my hands and kept them on my face. “Don’t go…”

      “I’ll be right outside. We can take ‘breaks’ whenever you want.”

      “Oh,” she said, and brightened. “That’s much better.”

      “What do you think he’s going to make you do?”

      “You heard him – build, bind, get bodies, and bring stuff back to life. BORING.”

      I grinned. “I don’t know – it could be fun.”

      “I’d love to hand it off to you, then.”

      I thought about that for a second. “You’re controlling everything in here, right?”

      “Yes. Well, appearances and physical reality, yes.”

      “How do you do it? How’d you create this cave? Are you having to continually think about it?”

      She frowned slightly as she considered the question. “No… no, it’s more like I have these powers, and once I use them, whatever I do just stays in place and I don’t have to think about it anymore unless I want to change it.”

      “Do you know what the powers are? Like, what was the power to carve out the tunnel I walked through?”

      “It’s hard to describe… I just know I can affect earth elements, that’s all.”

      “Is there a way you can let me ‘see’ what you see? I’d love to know how you carved out the tunnel.”

      “Uh… let me ask Deek. Hey, Deek!”

      The dungeon core’s voice returned. “WHAT?”

      “Is there a way I can let Ian see my powers?”

      “NOW WHY THE HELL YOU WANNA BE GOIN’ AND DOIN’ THAT? WASTIN’ MY TIME…”

      “Yes or no: can I?”

      “YEAH – JUST LET HIM IN. IT’S A LITTLE MORE COMPLICATED THAN THAT, BUT YOU DOIN’ EVERYTHING INSTINCTIVELY NOW, SO UNTIL I TEACH YOU ABOUT MANA ‘N LIFE FORCE ‘N SHIT, JUST THINK ABOUT HOW YOU WANT HIM TO SEE WHAT YOU SEE AND DO WHAT YOU DO.”

      “Thanks, Deek,” Alaria said.

      “YEAH – DON’T BE TAKIN’ ALL DAY IN THERE, I GOT SHIT TO DO.”

      “Okay.” Alaria looked at me. “You ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay… here goes…”

      Suddenly there was a flash of light. When it faded and my vision returned to normal, everything had changed.

      For one, there were now computer menus hovering in the air around me.

      I sat up in shock. “Holy SHIT!”

      OtherWorld was letting me see inside the computer controls of a dungeon core – and it was incredibly similar to my own game interface, although far more complicated.

      There were a bunch of icons in their own little submenu. There were shapes outlined in glowing blue lines: squares, rectangles, circles, triangles, and what looked like a ‘free draw’ tool.

      At the top of the submenu were several tabs: DESIGN was the active one, and beneath that were EARTH, FIRE, WATER, and AIR. The ‘EARTH’ tab was currently selected.

      Another set of separate menus were present, although they were currently greyed-out and empty at the moment: SUMMON, BIND, RESURRECT.

      Actually, that’s not true. The ‘BIND’ submenu had one icon in it: a tiny slime mold.

      Like the slime mold in the cave where I found her!

      Another submenu was labeled FORMS – and underneath it was a tiny icon of me, and another of Alaria, with tons of other commands.

      There were also stats in the upper righthand corner of my screen:

      

      Dungeon Core

      Level 1

      Health: 1000

      Mana: 200,000

      Life Force: 5000

      Light Energy: 5000

      Dark Energy: 5000

      Creatable Subjects: 1

      Bound Subjects: 0

      Summonable Subjects: 0

      Resurrectable Subjects: 0

      

      Holy SHIT I was geeking out!

      Just like Deek, Alaria apparently was crazy-overpowered for a Level 1 – but she had virtually no hit points. A Level 5 Warrior could easily destroy her crystalline form if she didn’t defend herself.

      But all those stats and submenus – did they mean that ‘dungeon core’ was a playable Class, like a Mage or a Warlock?! Was the ‘Creatable Subject’ the slime mold?!

      This was fucking awesome!

      “You mind if I try something real quick?” I asked Alaria.

      “Sure – knock yourself out.”

      I selected the Circle icon in the submenu.

      Suddenly EVERYTHING around me turned into a glowing grid of tiny cubic outlines in black space, like a wireframe depicted on a 50-year-old computer. The cave walls, the ceiling, the bed –

      I gasped and looked over at Alaria. Only she and I remained whole and real in this strange new world.

      “Yeah,” she said like she knew exactly what I was going through. “It’s weird at first, right?”

      “Yeah…” I said, looking around me in awe.

      I raised my right hand to see if I could touch the wall – and a glowing circle appeared in space and superimposed itself over the tiny cubes. Its outline was actually formed by cubes making up its outline.

      A window appeared:

      Select Beginning of Shape? Yes/No

      I hit ‘Yes’ with my left hand, and suddenly my entire perspective shifted into a godlike view. I could see the room we were in, could see our bodies sitting on the bed, could see the cave all around us constructed of wireframe shapes.

      I moved my right hand – and the circle extended outwards through the wire grid, forming a cylinder. A number hovered over the circle: 20.00 feet.

      A new window appeared:

      Select End of Shape? Yes/No

      I hit ‘Yes’ just to see what would happen.

      Suddenly I was back in the room again, sitting on the bed next to Alaria –

      But the wall crumbled in a perfect circle, pieces of rock shattering into gravel, until a 20-foot-long, perfectly cylindrical corridor sat there in the side of the cave.

      “HOLY SHIT!” I cried out, standing up from the bed in shock.

      “It’s not that exciting,” Alaria said in a bored voice.

      I thought it was. I had just discovered an AutoCAD-like building module inside OtherWorld, with which you could create all sorts of physical structures and shapes. In fact, I was betting that Deek’s Viennese/Florence throne room was composed entirely with that module – and probably every floor of his gigantic dungeon was, as well.

      If his dungeon was an example of what this mini program could do, then the sky was the fuckin’ limit.

      If Westek opened this up to the general gaming population, there were going to be thousands upon thousands of very happy Minecraft nerds.

      I walked over to the tunnel and felt its smooth interior walls. It certainly felt real… though I knew it was all in Alaria’s head.

      My head.

      Whatever.

      But this was ‘Design’ mode…

      What happened if I did the same thing in ‘Build’ mode?

      I tapped the ‘Build’ submenu, and suddenly I could see a wireframe model of Deek’s underground palace. There were the steps, the pedestal, the walls – all of it drawn in cubic grids. The only substantive things were my body, Deek’s crystal, and Alaria’s smaller crystal in my outstretched hand.

      I selected ‘Circle’ again and went through the entire process of selecting ‘Yes.’ This time I placed the ghostly cylinder in the wireframe wall behind Deek. When I pressed ‘Yes’ again, a third window popped up:

      Build Shape via Carve Function? Yes/No

      I hit ‘Yes,’ and suddenly the wireframe wall melted away.

      “WHAT DA FUCK YOU DOIN’ IN THERE?!” Deek’s voice yelled. “WHO DA FUCK JUST PUT A TUNNEL THROUGH MY GODDAMN WALL?!”

      Uh oh…

      “Uh… sorry, man,” I called out. “I’ll undo it – ”

      “DAMN IT, DON’T DO NOTHIN’, MOTHERFUCKER! I’LL FIX IT – YOU GET THE FUCK OUT HERE AND STOP CLOWNIN’ AROUND IN THERE!”

      I turned back to Alaria with a look of ‘Oh shit!’

      She just put a hand to her mouth and giggled.

      “I guess I better – ”

      “AND DON’T MAKE ME COME IN THERE AN’ GET YOU!” Deek’s voice yelled again.

      Once my virtual heart had stopped racing, I turned back to Alaria. “I guess I better get going and let you get down to business.”

      She stood up from the bed and looped her arms around my waist. “I wish I could just let you do this… you seem to like it…”

      “I LOVE it. But I don’t want to piss off Deek, so I better say goodbye for now.”

      We kissed again, soft and deep and slow –

      And then I heard a very familiar, Marilyn Monroe-esque voice saying breathily, “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!”

      I looked around in surprise, expecting to see Wylla flying over my head – but nothing was there. Truth to tell, the voice hadn’t seemed to come from overhead, but all around us.

      “Was that Wylla?” I asked Alaria.

      “Yes,” she said grumpily.

      “Mistress! Is the Big Thing INSIDE you?!”

      “NOT AT THE MOMENT!” Deek said, then laughed uproariously.

      “Ha ha, very funny,” I said grumpily.

      “GET A MOVE ON, MOTHAFUCKA – I AIN’T GOT ALL DAY!”

      I reluctantly pulled myself away from Alaria’s naked body. “Alright… I guess I better get dressed.”

      “Why? None of this is real anyway,” she pointed out. “Your clothes don’t really exist.”

      I stared at her and realized, Oh yeah…

      Oh my GOD.

      This was some real ‘There is no spoon’ type shit.

      “Okay, then… I guess I’m ready if you are,” I said.

      Alaria leaned in and gave me one more kiss, then backed away with a sad smile. “See you soon?”

      “Sooner than you know, baby,” I reassured her. “I love you.”

      She grinned. “I know.”

      Then the world disappeared in a bright flash.

      When my eyesight faded back in, I was standing next to Deek, my arm still outstretched, my hand touching Alaria’s crystal to the much bigger dungeon core.

      Up above me, a golden blur was buzzing through the air, and I heard Wylla’s breathy voice calling out in a panic, “I have to help my Mistress!”

      I ignored her as I straightened up my body and put my hand to my aching back. I must have been standing there for a while.

      “CALM DOWN, SWEETNESS – YO’ MISTRESS IS FINE.”

      - I’m fine, Wylla, Alaria reassured the fairy with a touch of annoyance. I noticed I could hear her voice inside my head again. See? Ian’s back in his body now.

      “Good – I’m glad the Big Thing pulled out of you!”

      Ha, I thought. If only Stig were here to say ‘That’s what she said.’

      And Slothfart…

      I suddenly remembered my dungeon companions, and was pricked with a bit of remorse. What had happened to them? Were they still up there in the dungeon?

      My thoughts were interrupted by Deek’s foghorn voice.

      “FINALLY – WHAT THE FUCK WAS YOU DOIN’ IN THERE? NEVER MIND, I DON’T WANNA KNOW.” Then the dungeon core sighed and muttered to himself, “FUCKIN’ MEATBAGS…”
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      Deek started talking out loud to Alaria, instructing her on what to do next. “ALRIGHT, YOU GOT THE BASICS OF FUCKIN’ DOWN, SO QUIT FUCKIN’ AROUND AND BUILD ME A WHOLE BUNCHA CONNECTED ROOMS INSIDE YO’ HEAD.”

      - Alright, alright, Alaria grumbled.

      Since I was left to my own devices, I decided to summon my crew: Stig, Soraiya, and Fugly.

      They all came back ready to rumble. After all, the last thing they remembered was battling Zoran, Sketterex, and Cirra.

      Stig summoned a fireball in each palm, Soraiya busted out her fiery whip, and Fugly was swooping through the air about to hawk an acid loogie –

      “HOLD ON, MOTHAFUCKAS, HOLD ON!” Deek hollered. “CALL THEM MOTHAFUCKAS OFF, MEATBAG!”

      “Guys, it’s cool!” I yelled. “Stand down!”

      Soraiya looked around the cavernous room in surprise. “Where the hell are we?”

      “We made it to the dungeon core.”

      She stared at me. “You made it to the dungeon? Alone?!”

      Deek started laughing. “HAHAHA – YEAH, HE ‘MADE IT TO THE DUNGEON CORE’ IF YOU COUNT ME BRINGIN’ HIS SORRY ASS DOWN HERE IN THE FIRST PLACE!”

      Soraiya leaned over and looked past me at the two-foot-long crystal. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” I said.

      “‘THAT’S IT,’” Deek imitated us with a snort. “I’M IN THE FUCKIN’ ROOM WITH YOU, BITCH. AIN’T POLITE TO TALK ABOUT PEOPLE IN THE THIRD PERSON.”

      “I’m not a bitch,” Soraiya seethed.

      “CHILL, SWEETNESS. I WAS TALKIN’ TO YO’ MASTER THERE.”

      “Oh,” Soraiya said, mollified.

      “Hey!” I snapped at Deek, realizing he’d just called me a bitch.

      Stig realized it, too.

      “Chill, bitch!” he croaked at me. “Somebody tell that bitch to chill!”

      “Hey!” I snapped at Stig.

      “HAHAHAHA! I LIKE THAT LI’L MOTHAFUCKA ALREADY!”

      Stig looked inordinately proud at the compliment.

      “And he’s not my master,” Soraiya said.

      “FOR REAL?” Deek said, actually surprised. “WHAT THE FUCK YOU DOIN’ HANGIN’ AROUND WITH HIM, THEN?”

      Soraiya got a grumpy look on her face. “He freed me from my last master. And I’m fulfilling a promise. Speaking of which,” she said to me, “how’s that going?”

      “Deek here is teaching her how to get back in her own body.”

      Soraiya arched one eyebrow and looked down at Alaria’s flesh-and-blood body lying on the ground. “Yeah, that looks like it’s going real well.”

      “It’s a process,” I grumbled.

      “HELL YEAH IT’S A PROCESS – SO GET BACK TO WORK, ALARIA, AN’ DO WHAT I TOLD YOU TO!”

      “Why are you holding her crystal to… Deek, is it?” Soraiya asked.

      “YEEEEAH, BABY,” Deek said in a seductive growl.

      “That’s how he… uh, teaches her,” I said, a little uncomfortable after hearing Deek’s 70’s porno voice. “…right?”

      - Yes, Alaria’s voice reassured me.

      “FO’ SHO,” Deek said. “YOU KNOW, YOU DON’T HAVE TO HOLD HER THERE THE WHOLE TIME, MEATBAG.”

      “I thought I had to touch her to you.”

      “SHE GOTTA BE TOUCHIN’ ME, BUT THAT DON’T MEAN YOU HAVE TO HOLD HER THE WHOLE DAMN TIME.”

      “But then I won’t be able to hear her.”

      “OHHHH – YOU AIN’T FIGURED OUT HOW TO TALK TO HIM WITHOUT TOUCHIN’ HIM YET, ALARIA?”

      - No.

      “OKAY, IT’S LIKE THIS,” Deek said, and the big crystal glowed.

      - OhhhHHHH, Alaria said, and giggled.

      That didn’t sound good.

      “PUT HER DOWN, MEAT BAG,” Deek ordered.

      “…Alaria?”

      - It’s okay, Ian – I think I can talk to you now without touching you.

      I hesitantly placed the tiny crystal on the pedestal next to the larger one so that they were touching, then stepped away.

      A second later, Alaria’s voice echoed in my head.

      - Can you hear me?

      “Yes! It worked!” I said happily.

      - Yaaay!

      “ ‘COURSE IT WORKED. DAMN, WHAT YOU FOOLS THINK I’M DOIN’ HERE, TALKIN’ JUST TO HEAR MY OWN VOICE?”

      “Well, then, why does she have to touch you?” I asked resentfully.

      “CUZ I GOTTA GIVE HER POWER ‘N SHIT, AND THAT AIN’T GONNA HAPPEN HANGIN’ ‘ROUND YO’ DAMN NECK.”

      “But – ”

      “YOU WANT HER BACK IN HER BODY SO YOU CAN TAP THAT FINE ASS?”

      “Well, yes, but – ”

      “THEN SHUT THE FUCK UP AND LET ME DO MY THANG. HEY, YOU OTHER CATS,” Deek yelled at Stig, Alaria, and Fugly, “IT’S GONNA TAKE AWHILE, SO Y’ALL WANT ANYTHING WHILE YOU WAIT?”

      “yah,” Fugly said as he swooped through the air. “food.”

      “Booze,” Stig added.

      “I could use some cock,” Soraiya said.

      I looked over at her like jeez…

      “He asked what I wanted!” she snarled at me.

      “HAHAHA – YOU A SUCCUBUS ALRIGHT, SWEET THANG! HOLD ON, I GOT JUST THE THING FOR YA. YO, SERG! BOTHIK!”

      Two incubi appeared from one of the alcoves branching off from the main room. One had long black hair tied back in a ponytail, with bull horns protruding from his forehead. The other was bald with curling ram horns – sort of a Jason Statham look. Both were incredibly handsome, at least six feet six, brawny as hell, crimson red, shirtless, no wings – and with obscenely large bulges beneath their leather pants. It was like they had Hickory Farms summer sausages stuffed down in there.

      Bastards, I thought jealously.

      “Oh,” Soraiya said, a smile curling at the corner of her lips. “That’ll do nicely.”

      Alaria purred inside my head.

      - Yum…

      “Hey!” I snapped.

      - Just looking, honey. Our agreement still stands. The only penis I’ll be fucking is yours.

      “YOU AIN’T GONNA BE FUCKIN’ NOTHIN’ OUTSIDE YOUR OWN HEAD UNLESS YOU GET BACK TO WORK!”

      - Alright, alright… she grumbled.

      Soraiya sashayed seductively over to the two incubi, who grinned at her lasciviously. She tilted her head up to the ponytailed demon, who began to French kiss her and knead her ass with his gigantic hands.

      At the same time, Soraiya put her hand on the crotch of the bald incubus and began to massage him through his pants.

      He in turn pulled down the top of her corset and began to fondle her breasts.

      It was exactly like the first few seconds of a porno – one I did not want to watch, even if I was getting turned on. I had no desire to see Soraiya get spit-roasted on two gigantic cocks.

      Well…

      I did…

      …but I didn’t.

      “Get a room!” I yelled at them.

      Soraiya broke off her kiss long enough to angrily flip me the bird. Then she looped her arms around the elbows of the two incubi and led them down another alcove.

      I watched them go, all three of their tails twirling back and forth as they disappeared.

      “HA HA,” Deek guffawed, “SOMEBODY’S GONNA HAVE A GOOD TIME. ALRIGHT, I AIN’T FORGOT YOU OTHER TWO L’IL FELLAS – HAVE AT IT!”

      A stone table rose up through the marble floor like it was emerging from the surface of a pond. I’d never taken LSD, but I totally felt like I was having an acid hallucination.

      The table’s surface was already stocked with bottles of wine and silver platters of food – roast turkey, sliced slabs of grilled beef, and trays filled with chocolate pastries.

      My imp and gargoyle stared at it wide-eyed – and then raced each other to see who could be the biggest glutton.

      Stig grabbed a bottle in each hand and started taking huge gulps.

      Fugly dove into the open-end ass of the turkey and erupted out of the top like a chestburster in Alien, snarfing up meat with snaps of his jaws.

      “DAAAAMN, THAT’S SOME HUNGRY ‘N THIRSTY-ASS DEMONS YOU GOT THERE,” Deek said, with something approaching awe in his voice.

      “You aren’t kidding,” I said, then yelled at them, “SLOW DOWN, guys! There’s more than enough!”

      They both paused and looked at me. Then they looked at each other.

      “eh,” Fugly grunted, and went back to ripping apart the turkey.

      “Chill, bitch,” Stig told me, and went back to chugging his wine.

      “You mind if I get some food before I lose my appetite?” I asked Deek.

      “GO AHEAD. BETTER GET BUSY ‘FORE THOSE TWO FINISH IT OFF.”

      I walked down the steps towards the table and reached out for a slice of beef – then hesitated. I looked back at Deek. “This is real?”

      His voice sounded amused. “REAL AS ANYTHING ELSE IN HERE, MOTHAFUCKA!”

      I realized I’d just asked a computer simulation of a dungeon core – something that had never, ever existed in the history of the world – if the thing he’d created inside a video game was ‘real.’

      Pretty funny, actually.

      His answer – Real as anything else in here – might as well have been straight out of the mouth of the videogame programmers.

      I shrugged and popped a piece of beef in my mouth.

      God DAMN, that’s delicious…

      I followed it up with a bottle of wine that Stig hadn’t touched yet. It was some of the best wine I’d ever tasted. Russell and Slothfart would have loved –

      Oh shit.

      I’d forgotten about them again.

      “Hey, Deek, can I ask you a question?”

      “YEAH, GO AHEAD.”

      “Is it going to interfere with you training Alaria?”

      “I CAN CHEW MEAT AND WALK AT THE SAME TIME, MEATBAG. WELL… I COULD IF I HAD A MOUTH AND LEGS. WHAT YOU WANNA KNOW?”

      “What happened to those other four play– uh, adventurers I was doing the dungeon with?” I asked guiltily. “Are they still up there?”

      “OH HELL NO. THEY LEFT YO’ ASS, HOMIE.”

      “What?!”

      Suddenly I wasn’t feeling quite so guilty anymore.

      “YEAH, THEY TRIED TO FIGHT THOSE OTHER THREE MOTHAFUCKAS, BUT THEY KEPT DYIN’ ‘N SHIT, SO THEY BAILED ON YO’ ASS.”

      Oh yeah – the bounty hunters…

      “THAT’S ONE THING I CAN’T UNDERSTAND. SOME OF YOU MEATBAGS DIE ‘N DON’T COME BACK… BUT A WHOLE MESS OF YOU POP BACK UP FROM THE GRAVEYARDS. WHAT THE HELL’S THAT ALL ABOUT?”

      I realized he was talking about players (who resurrected) versus NPCs (who didn’t).

      Which surprised me.

      “There are people who come in here who die and don’t come back?”

      “OH YEAH. USUALLY IT’S MOTHAFUCKAS FROM THE GUILD OR THE CHURCH.”

      “The guild? What guild?”

      “FUCKIN’ ASS-HATS WHO COME IN HERE PROBIN’ EVERY LI’L NOOK ‘N CRANNY, INSPECTIN’ MY TAINT ‘N SHIT, GIVIN’ ME RATINGS LIKE ‘APPRENTICE LEVEL THIS’ AND ‘MASTER LEVEL THAT.’”

      “So there’s a guild that comes in and inspects you?”

      “YEAH. THE DUNGEON GUILD.” Deek snorted. “FUCKIN’ ANNOYIN’ MOTHERFUCKERS.”

      Huh… it sort of made sense. If there was a resource in the world, there was always going to be a bureaucracy to spring up and try to control it, and try to keep everybody else from controlling it.

      But Deek had also mentioned another group.

      “And the church is – ”

      “THOSE ETERNITY MOTHERFUCKERS.”

      I immediately thought of the symbol both Urik and the nuns had worn: the sword piercing the infinity symbol.

      “HEH,” Deek chuckled, “THEY SURE AIN’T FUCKIN’ ETERNAL WHEN THEY BUY THE FARM IN HERE.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” I asked. “Nuns?”

      “FUCK NO. PALADINS ‘N PRIESTS ‘N SHIT.”

      Paladins made sense. Holy knights of the order.

      Or, considering what their nuns got up to, maybe it was a hole-y order.

      Hyuck, hyuck. Yes, I know it was a bad joke.

      And the priests would be healers to keep the others alive…

      “Why do they come in here?”

      “OH, THEY WANNA RIP CONTROL OF ME AWAY FROM THE DUCHESS.”

      “What? Why?”

      “CUZ THEM CHURCH MOTHERFUCKERS ARE ALL ABOUT THE POWER ‘N MONEY. THAS ALL YOU MEATBAGS CARE ABOUT – POWER ‘N MONEY.”

      He wasn’t exactly wrong.

      “So that’s why Urik and the Duchess hate each other? Because he wants to steal the dungeon away for the church?”

      “WHO’S URIK?”

      “A m– ”

      I almost said ‘midget’ before I stopped myself.

      “A, uh, dwarf who works for the church.”

      “WE TALKIN’ A DWARF DWARF WITH A MOTHAFUCKIN’ BEARD, OR A MIDGET?”

      Apparently Deek did not give a fuck about political correctness.

      “Um… a little person.”

      “THEY BOTH LITTLE PERSONS, MOTHAFUCKA! WHICH IS IT, A DWARF OR A – ”

      “A midget,” I snapped.

      “YEEEEAAAH, I SEEN HIS ASS. HE ONE SLIPPERY LITTLE BASTARD. GOTTA HAND IT TO HIM, THOUGH – HE CAN TALK A KING OUTTA HIS THRONE OR A BITCH OUTTA HER DRESS IN TWO SECONDS FLAT. HE A MOTHAFUCKIN’ PLAYER.”

      For a second, I thought he meant ‘gamer.’

      “He’s a player?” I asked, surprised.

      “HELL YEAH.”

      “And you know that?!”

      “HELL YEAH! GAME RESPECT GAME, YO.”

      Oh.

      That kind of player.

      “HYPOCRITICAL AS A MOTHAFUCKA, THOUGH. TALKIN’ PURITY ‘N SHIT OUT ONE SIDE OF HIS MOUTH WHILE HE BALLS DEEP IN ONE OF HIS RELIGIOUS BITCHES THE NEXT.”

      I thought back fondly to last night. “Yeah… he actually tried to bribe me by letting me have sex with four nuns.”

      “GET OUT!”

      “Yeah,” I grinned.

      “TO DO WHAT?” Deek demanded angrily. “COME IN HERE AN’ TRY TO FUCK ME UP?”

      The entire room began to rumble like an earthquake.

      “No, no!” I said hurriedly. “No, he bribed me to – ”

      I stopped and thought for a second.

      “…uh, actually, I don’t know what he was trying to bribe me to do…”

      “WHAT?!”

      The room stopped rumbling.

      “Yeah… there was kind of a case of mistaken identity… I think they thought I was somebody else.”

      “SO YOU FUCKED HIS NUNS AN’ YOU AIN’T EVEN DO NOTHIN’ FOR HIM?”

      “…no… I guess not…”

      Deek cackled. “DAAAAMN, YOU ONE COLD MOTHAFUCKA! MAD RESPECT, THOUGH. YOU PLAYED THAT MIDGET MOTHAFUCKA LIKE A GANGSTA.”

      I beamed with pride – although, to be honest, if I’d played anybody, it had been entirely by accident.

      I didn’t admit that to Deek, though.

      “HE DIDN’T SAY WHAT HE WANTED?”

      “Not really.”

      “HUH… DAMN, YOU MEATBAGS ARE SOME CRAZY MOTHAFUCKAS, GIVIN’ AWAY YOUR HOLES ‘N SHIT FOR NOTHIN’…”

      “I didn’t give away my hole,” I muttered as I thought of Alaria’s continuing fascination with my back door.

      “WHAT WAS THAT?”

      “Nothing,” I said, then remembered something Urik had mentioned. “Actually, he said he wanted a decision in favor of the church.”

      “HE SAID THOSE EXACT WORDS?”

      “Yeah… he and the Duchess seem to think I’m somebody called the Grand Inquisitor.”

      Deek almost deafened me when he yelled, “SAY WHAT?!”

      “Ow!” I winced, then put my fingers in my ears. “What the fuck, man?”

      “THEY THINK YOU’RE THE GRAND INQUISITOR? HAHAHAHA!”

      “Yeah – what’s that?”

      “THAT’S A BIGWIG IN THE DUNGEON GUILD, MAN! THAT’S LIKE THE TOP DAWG! HEY, YO – COULD YOU DO ME A FAVOR?”

      “What?”

      “GO ON UP THERE AND TELL ‘EM I’M GOOD. TELL ‘EM TO LET THE DUCHESS KEEP ON KEEPIN’ ME.”

      “You mean the Grand Inquisitor can do that?!”

      “YEAH, MOST DEF. WHATCHA SAY, HOMIE – CAN YOU DO ME A SOLID?”

      Suddenly a computer window popped up.

      

      Help a Dungeon Out, Yo!

      

      I groaned inwardly but kept on reading.

      

      Give the Orderly Dark Dungeon Deekavarianustrokamis the aid he needs to keep on living free from interference from the Church of Eternity.

      50,000 XP

      Gold: Negotiable

      

      The 50,000 in Experience was awesome, but what really caught my eye was the next line about the gold.

      ‘Negotiable’?!

      I was practically salivating.

      This might just be the thing that could get me out from under those bounty hunters!

      I hit ‘Accept,’ but as soon as I did, I froze.

      Wait a second…

      It all came flooding back in an instant as I remembered last night…

      …the nuns…

      …and Urik and his 30,000 gold.

      I groaned inwardly.

      If I did what the dungeon core wanted me to, there was no way I was collecting on Urik’s bribe.

      “Um… Deek?” I asked hesitantly. “Are you sure I can’t give you to the Church instead?”

      “WHAT?! YES I’M SURE, MOTHAFUCKA! THEM HOLY ROLLERS’LL COME IN AND START TRYIN’ TO BLESS SHIT AND CLEAN OUT MY PEEPS! THEY’RE ANNOYIN’ AS A MOTHERFUCKER! NAW, IT GOTTA BE THE DUCHESS. SHE KIND OF A BITCH, BUT SHE COMPLETELY PREDICTABLE. SHE DON’T COME DOWN HERE, SHE JUST COLLECT HER TAXES FROM THE OTHER MEATBAGS AND CALLS IT A DAY. THEM CHURCH MOTHERFUCKERS’LL BE ALL UP IN MY ASS. NAW, MAN, JUST GIVE ME TO THE DUCHESS.”

      “Here’s the thing. The little guy – the player – ”

      “THE MIDGET?”

      I paused.

      “…yes, the ‘midget’… he offered me a bunch of gold to decide in favor of the church.”

      “OH,” Deek said in disgust. “I SEE HOW IT IS.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “YOU JUS’ LIKE ALLLL THE REST OF ‘EM: A GREEDY MOTHERFUCKER.”

      “No, no,” I said hurriedly. “The only reason I want the gold is to pay off those three bounty hunters. I mean, if it wasn’t for that, I wouldn’t even ask – ”

      “YOU KNOW I’M HELPIN’ YOUR GIRL GET BACK IN HER BODY, RIGHT?” Deek asked coldly.

      “Yes – yes, and I’m super grateful for that – ”

      “APPARENTLY NOT THAT GRATEFUL.”

      “Look, I’m perfectly willing to say ‘fuck the bribe.’ If it’s a choice between money or Alaria, I’m going to choose Alaria every single time. But those bounty hunters are a pain in my ass, and the last one we ran into nearly killed her. That’s why she’s in the crystal right now.”

      - Yeah, Deek, Alaria’s voice suddenly spoke up. Can’t you help us out?

      “GIRL, I’M ALREADY HELPIN’ YO’ CRIMSON ASS OUT!” Deek yelled.

      - You’re already rich, Deek!

      “YEAH, CUZ I DON’T GO GIVIN’ HANDOUTS TO EVERY CRACKHEAD WHO WALKS THROUGH MY DAMN DOOR!”

      - No, just every dwarf with a sword, and every Mage who –

      “I AIN’T GOT NO CHOICE IN THE MATTER!” Deek roared. “I GOTTA GIVE OUT MONEY, ELSE THEY’D COME IN HERE AND RIP MY BALLS OFF!”

      - You’re a dungeon core. You don’t HAVE balls.

      “I WAS SPEAKIN’ METAPHORICALLY!”

      - Oh, give me a break –

      “SPEAKIN’ OF BREAKS, THIS AIN’T NO BREAK! GET ON BACK TO MAKIN’ STONE BRIDGES IN YO’ HEAD!” Deke yelled.

      - But –

      “GO ON, NOW!”

      Alaria grumbled, but went silent.

      There was a long pause, and then Deek asked mistrustfully, “HOW MUCH YOU NEED, MEATBAG?”

      I sighed. I would have liked to have said a couple of million in gold, but my gut told me this could go spectacularly wrong if I lied.

      “30,000.”

      “OH, SHIT – I CAN DEFINITELY DO THAT, HOMIE,” the dungeon core chuckled. “I THOUGHT YOU WAS GONNA TRY TO BILK ME OUT OF A COUPLE MIL.”

      Score one for honesty.

      …I think.

      “Do you think you could advance me the money so I can pay off those bounty hunters?” I asked hopefully.

      “YOU KNOW I’M DOIN’ YOUR GIRL A SOLID BY HELPIN’ HER GET BACK IN HER BODY, RIGHT? AIN’T NOBODY CAN DO THAT SHIT BUT ME – YOU DO KNOW THAT, RIGHT?”

      “Yeah,” I grumbled.

      “OKAY, THEN, I AIN’T GIVIN’ YOU SHIT TILL YOU DELIVER. YOU MAKE SURE THE DUCHESS GETS TO KEEP ME, THEN YOU GETS THE GOLD – Y’HEAR?”

      “Do you create the gold?”

      “NAW, MONEY’S ONE OF THE ONLY THINGS I CAN’T CREATE. WHAT I GOT, I STORED UP OVER THE LAST FIVE CENTURIES. RIPPED OFF A LOTTA YOU MEATBAGS FOR ALL THE MONEY IN YO’ GREEDY LITTLE PURSES.”

      My mouth started watering. “You mean… you’ve got all the money… stored up somewhere in the dungeon?”

      “YEAH, MOTHAFUCKA.” His voice turned slightly teasing. “WHY… YOU WANNA SEE IT?”

      I swallowed hard. “Could I?”

      “WELL… ALRIGHT… BUT DON’T TAKE NOTHIN’ WITH YA – NOT A COIN. YOU DON’T GET SHIT TILL YOU DELIVER, HEAR?”

      “Okay…”

      Off to my right, the stones in the wall dissolved like another LSD hallucination. In the dim light beyond the doorway, I could see something glimmer.

      I hurried over to see what it was and nearly shat my pants.

      I was looking at a room about the size of five Olympic-sized swimming pools, and the entire space was filled with gold coins. Not a bit of stone floor shone through – it was all covered with yellow, glittering metal. Millions upon millions of coins glittered under the torches that lined the crypt walls. Hell, there were piles of gold tall as Canadian snowdrifts in the middle of winter.

      Jesus I wanted to go all Scrooge McDuck and start swimming in it.

      At the other end of the room, there was a corridor with an entrance and an exit in opposite walls. An assembly line of monsters walked through the corridor, scooping up a coin or two and carrying it with them out of the room.

      “Is that where your resurrected guys get money for the adventurers?” I asked out loud.

      “YUP,” Deek confirmed.

      Suddenly a handful of gold coins rained down from the sky and clink clink clinked on a giant pile, causing a mini avalanche.

      I looked up at the vaulted ceiling and saw dozens of chutes built into the stone. Every now and then, gold coins would rain down – sometimes a couple, sometimes a whole shower of them.

      “Is that from dead adventurers?”

      “YUP. I GOT A BUNCH OF LEPRECHAUNS ON EVERY FLOOR DIVVYIN’ UP THE STUFF WE GET OFF THE MEAT BAGS.”

      “So… you’ve got a room for silver coins, too?”

      “UH HUH. AND BRONZE AND DIAMONDS AND RUBIES AND EMERALDS AND ARMOR AND SWORDS AND MAGIC WANDS AND ALL SORTS OF SHIT.”

      Holy crap.

      I could only imagine all the wealth getting sorted out into rooms by little men in green suits and hats.

      I realized it was all just a story. The game was merely using an elaborate backstory to justify where all the loot came from that the dungeon doled out. But it was an enticing story, and one that fueled all sorts of greedy visions in my head.

      I bent down and sifted my hand through the pile of gold at my feet, feeling the coins slide through my fingers. I swallowed hard as I listened to them clink musically against each other. “You think I could just – ”

      “NO! GO ON, NOW, GET THE FUCK OUT OF THERE!” Deek chided me. “YOU’LL GET YOURS WHEN YOU TELL THEM CHURCH MOTHERFUCKERS I’M THE DUCHESS’S!”

      I reluctantly dumped all the gold back onto the floor, sighed, and stepped out of the room – at which point the door reformed behind me, and all that money disappeared from view.

      I promised myself that this was going to be one quest I finished, no matter what.

      “So I’ve gotta pretend to be the Grand Inquisitor and give you over to the Duchess,” I reiterated.

      “YEAH. WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T GO MAKIN’ THE CHURCH MAD, THOUGH. KEEP ‘EM HAPPY.”

      I frowned. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “WHAT? WHY NOT?”

      “I already agreed to Urik’s bribe! He’s going to be pretty pissed if I give you to the Duchess.”

      “WELL, MAKE SURE YOU HANDLE THAT SHIT, HOMIE, CUZ IF YOU DON’T, THEY MIGHT JUST ROLL OVER THE DUCHESS AND COME IN HERE AND SHUT ME DOWN FOR GOOD. THEY BEEN MAKIN’ NOISE ABOUT DOIN’ IT FOREVER.”

      “‘Shut you down’?”

      “YEAH.”

      “How would they shut you down?”

      “WHAT YOU THINK, MOTHAFUCKA?! KILL MY ASS!”

      “Oh shit,” I muttered. “You think they’d actually try?”

      “MMM… FUCKERS PROBABLY JUST BLUFFIN’, BUT YOU NEVER KNOW WITH YOU MEATBAGS.”

      “Has anybody tried to kill you before?”

      “COURSE THEY HAVE – BUT YOU GOTTA BE A POWERFUL MOTHAFUCKA JUST TO GET TO THE LAST 25 FLOORS, YOU KNOW WHAT I’M SAYIN’? NOBODY’S EVER MADE IT TO MY CRIB BEFORE.”

      “Except me?”

      “DUDE, I LET YOU IN.”

      “Well… I’m honored.”

      “YOU SHOULD BE. AIN’T NO HUMANS EVER BEEN DOWN HERE, NOT FOR FIVE HUNDRED YEARS.”

      “Is that how old you are?”

      “FUCK YEAH. I BEEN AROUND A MINUTE, YO.”

      “Did you start as a hundred-level dungeon?”

      “FUCK NO. GO ON OVER TO THE FOUNTAIN OVER THERE, I GOT SOMETHIN’ TO SHOW YA.”

      There was a fountain over on the side of the hall that trickled water into a stone basin. As soon as I walked over to it, the pool rippled. A faint image of a landscape appeared, like a movie projected onto the surface of the water.

      “Holy shit,” I murmured.

      “WHAT, YOU THINK THAT’S IMPRESSIVE? DAMN, MEATBAG, AIN’T YOU SEEN ANYTHING AROUND HERE THE LAST COUPLA HOURS?”

      I was going to protest that I was fairly used to dungeons, whereas I hadn’t seen any movies projected onto small ponds before, but Deek was already off and running as he narrated a series of images.

      The first was a tiny purple crystal, half-embedded in the ground, glowing inside a dark cave. There was no sound other than Deek’s voice.

      “I STARTED OFF LIKE ALARIA DID – JUST A LITTLE TINY FUCKER. WOKE UP ONE DAY IN A CAVE THINKIN’, ‘WHAT DA FUCK? HOW DA FUCK DID I GET HERE?’”

      The water rippled, and new images appeared: rock falling away to create tunnels. Water spouting from springs in the walls. Ceilings crumbling and piles of human bones hitting the floor – then swirls of purple energy causing the bones to assemble themselves into walking skeletons.

      “I EVENTUALLY STARTED FIGURIN’ THINGS OUT, BUILDIN’ FLOORS, USIN’ MAGIC, CREATIN’ STUFF… AND I STARTED ATTRACTIN’ MEATBAGS LOOKIN’ TO KILL SHIT ‘N GET GOLD.”

      A band of human adventurers entered the cave with weapons drawn. The tiny purple crystal sat at the end of the room, illuminating them faintly.

      Suddenly a group of skeletons in battered armor appeared out of nowhere and ran the adventurers through with rusty swords.

      “ONCE I STARTED KILLIN’ MEATBAGS, I USED THEIR LIFE FORCE TO GROW AND GET EVEN BIGGER.”

      Wisps of white energy rose out of the dying adventurers’ mouths, and swirled into the crystal – which expanded a couple of millimeters.

      Then there was a montage of adventurers getting killed, with a superimposed image of the crystal getting larger and larger.

      “STARTED GETTIN’ CREATURES COMIN’ BY, ASKIN’ IF THEY COULD SERVE ME. SO I LET ‘EM.”

      A group of three-foot-tall humanoids entered the now-massive labyrinth of tunnels. The creatures had grey skin, white hair, and glowing yellow eyes, with tiny bows and quivers of arrows strapped to their naked backs. But rather than draw their weapons, they all bent on one knee and bowed their heads.

      The purple crystal – now a foot tall – emerged from the floor as though rising out of a trap door in a theater. It glowed brightly, and swirls of energy floated from its angular surface and touched each of the grey humanoids.

      “YOU KNOW, DUNGEONS AN’ WARLOCKS HAVE SOME SHIT IN COMMON.”

      “They do?” I asked, surprised.

      “YEAH – YOU FUCKERS SUMMON DEMONS AND BIND ‘EM TO YOU, AND THEN BRING ‘EM BACK FROM THE DEAD, RIGHT?”

      “Yeah…?”

      “I CAN BIND CREATURES TO ME, TOO, AN’ BRING ‘EM BACK TO LIFE IF THEY DIE.”

      On the surface of the pool, the little grey humanoids fired their arrows at a group of adventurers, but were killed off one by one with bolts of lightning from a Mage.

      Then the pool cut to the crystal, which glowed brightly. Swirls of energy drifted out and formed into humanoid shapes. There was a flash of light, and the humanoids were suddenly standing there, alive and unharmed.

      “THOUGH I ONLY DO IT IF THEY WANNA COME LIVE IN HERE AND WORK WITH ME. I DON’T GO AROUND YANKIN’ DEMONS OUTTA HELL AND SLAPPIN’ COLLARS ON ‘EM.”

      The pool showed a dark figure in robes, arms extended and black lightning arcing out of his fingertips. A succubus emerged from the nexus of black energy and fell to her knees, clutching at the collar around her throat as she screamed in silent agony.

      “I don’t either,” I protested.

      “NEVER?”

      “…well… not anymore,” I groused.

      “I’M JUST MESSIN’ WITH YA. IF ALARIA SAYS YOU OKAY, THAT’S GOOD ENOUGH FOR ME. ANYWAY, THAT’S HOW I GOT SO MANY FOLKS LIVIN’ AND FIGHTIN’ IN HERE – THEY HEARD ABOUT ME AND WANTED A SAFE PLACE TO STAY FROM YOU DAMN MEATBAGS KILLIN’ EVERYTHING, SO THEY VOLUNTARILY BOUND THEMSELVES TO ME.”

      The water’s surface showed an entire tribe of kobolds entering the dungeon. An army of creatures – dark elves, centaurs, the grey humanoids, harpies, and more – emerged from the tunnels. The kobolds all dropped to their hands and knees, and the crystal rose from the floor once more to bind them with swirls of purple light.

      “IN FACT, THAT’S HOW I MET ALARIA. SHE GOT FREE SOMEHOW AND CAME ON BY.”

      The water rippled, and I watched as my succubus entered the cave hesitantly, one hand against the wall. She looked exactly the way she did now – not a bit of difference in her age or appearance.

      “I WAS, LIKE, 70 FLOORS BACK THEN OR SOMETHIN’. I LET HER MOVE IN FOR A WHILE. SHE WAS A PRETTY DAMN GOOD FIGHTER. DIDN’T HAVE TO RESURRECT HER MUCH OR NOTHIN’.”

      A band of adventurers entered an underground room, fighting a swarm of creatures following them. Up in the shadows of the stalactite-covered ceiling, black wings unfurled – and Alaria launched herself at the unsuspecting fighters, her teeth bared and fingers curled into claws.

      One by one, the adventurers were wiped out.

      “ONLY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN YOU AND ME IS I LET HER GO WHEN SHE WANTED OUT.”

      There was an image of Alaria walking out of the mouth of a hillside cave, waving to a whole menagerie of creatures that waved back. Cradled in the arms of a massive ogre was the crystal, which pulsed purple and pink.

      “I freed her!” I snapped.

      - He’s just fucking with you, Ian, Alaria’s voice spoke in my head.

      “GET BACK TO WORK, GIRL!” Deek yelled. “DID I SAY YOU COULD TAKE A BREAK? MAKE ME SOME MORE UNDERGROUND RIVERS ‘N SHIT!”

      - When do I actually get to build something in the real world?!

      “WHEN I SAY YOU READY – AND YOU AIN’T READY! NOW BUILD ME A WATERFALL, BITCH!”

      - Fine, she grumbled.

      “I WAS JUST FUCKIN’ WITH HER,” Deek chuckled to me. “SHE ACTUALLY DOIN’ A PRETTY DAMN GOOD JOB FOR A BABY DUNGEON.”

      - You know I can still hear you through Ian’s head even when you’re NOT talking directly to me, right? Alaria asked.

      “OH SHIT… HAHAHA! BUS-TED!”

      - Yeah. Asshole.

      “GO ON, NOW, GET ON BACK TO WORK.”

      I didn’t hear anything more from Alaria, so I assumed she went back to building rivers and waterfalls ‘and shit.’

      Deek addressed me again. “YOU KNOW I GOT CREATURES IN HERE AIN’T ANYWHERE ELSE IN THE WORLD?”

      “Really?”

      “YEAH. YOU FUCKIN’ MEATBAGS KILLED OFF THE REST OF ‘EM. THEY HAD TO COME IN HERE TO BE SAFE.”

      I wanted to protest that it wasn’t my fault. Hell, none of what he had described had even happened! Deek was just reciting a backstory a bunch of game programmers had written for him.

      But what he was saying hit uncomfortably close to him. After all, it tended to be the way humans dealt with endangered animals… and, let’s be honest, with any other humans who stood in their way of acquiring land, money, or power. So I just shut up and watched as the water rippled again.

      A bearded monarch in a crown pinned a golden brooch on the robes of a kneeling man in blue robes.

      “ANYWAY, SOME DOUCHEBAG KING WANTED TO SET UP SHOP ‘N MAKE MONEY OFFA ME, SO HE PUT SOME ASS-HAT IN CHARGE, CALLED HIM A DUKE, AND NAMED EVERYTHING ABOVE ME ‘VOS.’”

      The man in blue robes stood on an open plain with nothing around but a stone shack amongst tall grass. I immediately recognized it as the entrance to Deek’s dungeon. The Duke was talking to a group of men in tradesmen’s clothes who held out scrolls of parchment with drawings of buildings on them.

      There was a cross-fade, and instead of a grassy plain, there was now a grand coliseum build around the tiny stone hut – the same coliseum I’d entered just hours ago.

      “THAT WAS, LIKE, 80 YEARS AGO OR SOMETHIN’. AND THEN THE DUKES HAD LITTLE DUKES, AND THEY GREW UP AND HAD MORE DUKES.”

      The man in blue was in a giant stone palace now, and laughed as a tiny boy in royal blue clothes ran towards him. The man swept the child up into his arms and twirled him around in the air.

      The image faded to a dark bedroom. The Duke, now grey-haired and balding, lay on his deathbed, his eyes closed and mouth slack. A younger man in blue wept as he clasped his father’s hand.

      Then there was a montage of the young man stepping out onto a balcony before a throng of cheering commoners…

      …the same man watching from the same balcony as a battle waged outside the walls of Vos…

      …and a royal wedding of the man in middle age to a very young woman with short blonde hair. I immediately recognized her as Evala, the Duchess I’d had sex with. She looked a good ten years younger in the pool of water than she had last night.

      “ONE OF ‘EM MARRIED SOME CHICK BEFORE HE UPPED AND KICKED THE BUCKET…”

      There was an image of the Duke falling from his horse during a hunt, then a cross-fade to a funeral with the Duchess dressed all in black at his graveside, though she was dry-eyed and stone-faced.

      The final image was of her seated on the throne in a bright blue dress as the entire court of noblemen bowed their heads in supplication.

      “…AND THAT’S THE DUCHESS WHO LIVES RIGHT UP OVER ME.”

      “She doesn’t literally live above you, does she?”

      “YEAH, MAN – I’M SPREAD OUT ALL UNDER THIS DAMN TOWN! THE CASTLE’S RIGHT ABOVE US. I MEAN, A HUNDRED FLOORS ABOVE US AND ANOTHER THIRTY FEET OF ROCK ABOVE THAT, BUT – YEAH, IT’S ABOUT 2000 FEET DIRECTLY OVER YOUR HEAD.”

      “Wow,” I murmured. I’d never given any thought about how sprawling the dungeon actually was. “Why didn’t you ever build aboveground? Because the castle is in the way?”

      “OH, HELL NO – THEY KILL YOU FOR THAT SHIT.”

      “What – building aboveground?”

      “FUCK YEAH.”

      I scrunched up my face. “What?! I’ve seen plenty of dungeons aboveground!”

      “YEAH, BUT HOW MANY YOU SEEN THAT’S BOTH ABOVEGROUND AND BELOWGROUND? I’M TALKIN’ ABOUT MORE THAN THIRTY OR FORTY FEET UNDERGROUND, MIND YOU. I AIN’T TALKIN’ ‘BOUT NO ABOVEGROUND DUNGEON WITH A FUCKIN’ BASEMENT.”

      I opened my mouth to answer – and then closed it as I thought some more.

      He was right. I’d never seen a dungeon that went deep underground and yet had much surface presence to speak of, or vice versa.

      In OtherWorld, dungeons were either a vast series of caves or tunnels, or some sort of surface structure like a castle or the labyrinth at Exardus. There wasn’t really any crossover between the two.

      “YOU GOTTA CHOOSE ONE OR THE OTHER – ABOVE OR BELOW. IF YOU ALREADY BELOWGROUND AND YOU GO ABOVEGROUND, THEY DON’T LIKE THAT SHIT.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?”

      “THE GUILD, MAN. FUCKIN’ ASSHOLES… THEY’LL KILL A MOTHAFUCKA IF THEY DON’T LIKE YOU.”

      “I thought you said all they did was look around and label things as either ‘advanced’ or ‘beginner.’”

      “WELL, THAT’S ALL THEY DONE TO ME,” Deek sniffed. “BUT I HEARD STORIES, YO. SOME OF THE FOLKS I DONE BOUND TO ME, THEY CAME FROM OTHER DUNGEONS THAT GOT WIPED OUT. ONE CAT, THE ENTIRE GUILD GANGED UP ON HIM AT ONCE AND DESTROYED HIS ASS.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “DAMN, YOU REALLY DON’T KNOW THIS SHIT?”

      “No.”

      “OKAY, CHECK THIS OUT: ACCORDIN’ TO THE GUILD, THERE’S DIFFERENT CLASSIFICATIONS OF DUNGEONS. YOU EITHER DARK OR LIGHT, AND YOU EITHER ORDERLY OR CHAOTIC.”

      The pool of water shimmered, and I saw two different dungeons.

      One was an underground series of tunnels filled with skeletons in chain mail.

      That faded into a picture of an abandoned castle overgrown with vines. Tiny fairies played amongst colorful flowers growing out of the stone walls.

      “DARK ‘N LIGHT JUST REFERS TO THE TYPE OF ENERGY YOU USE, THOUGH DARK ENERGY DUNGEONS ARE USUALLY BADASS MOTHAFUCKAS. NONE A’ YA’LL MEATBAGS GOES TO LIGHT DUNGEONS CAUSE THEY BORIN’ AS SHIT, AND AIN’T NO MONEY TO BE MADE LOOKIN’ AT A BUNCHA PIXIES TIPTOEIN’ THROUGH THE TULIPS.”

      The pool showed another couple of images. The first was a shot of one of Deek’s central atriums, the empty space where all the wyverns were flying. It was all straight lines and angular planes.

      The next image was of a series of tunnels that looped and flowed through the earth, filled with kobolds and ogres armed to the teeth.

      “ORDERLY DUNGEONS ARE JUST WHAT THEY SOUND LIKE: ORDERLY. AIN’T NO CRAZY MOTHAFUCKAS IN CHARGE. THERE’S A RHYME AN’ A REASON TO EVERYTHING. GOT A LAYOUT, GOT A PATTERN, EVERYTHING’S COOL. THEN YOU GOT THE CHAOTIC DUNGEONS.”

      The water rippled, and suddenly I was looking at something entirely different.

      It was like no dungeon I had ever seen before. There was a central pit like a rock quarry that stretched deep into the earth, hundreds of feet down. Holes dotted the slopes like an ant hill in Africa, and creatures crouched at the entrances of the caves. Some fought amongst themselves.

      Also, the quarry pit was crumbling. Entire sections gave way in giant avalanches of rock, sending entire groups of creatures scrambling deeper into their holes – if they didn’t tumble to their deaths hundreds of feet below.

      But it wasn’t just the pit. There were also grotesque outcroppings circling the ground around the pit – bulbous towers of earth with jagged shards of exposed rock pushing out of their surfaces. The towers were pockmarked with holes that might have been big enough for a human to enter, but just barely. The holes crawled with three-foot-tall spiders and black, tar-like slime molds.

      Some of the towers were hundreds of feet tall with tiny land bridges between them – narrow footpaths of stone that looked like everything beneath them had been eroded away by eons of rain and wind.

      Except they hadn’t been eroded away. Because the outcroppings were growing.

      Some of them slowly pushed their way out of the earth foot by foot. Here and there, dirt exploded and giant slabs of stone erupted 20 or 30 feet into the air.

      The overall impression was of a cancerous organism made of soil and stone, slowly growing in 20 directions at once while it collapsed in 15 others.

      “CHAOTIC DUNGEONS? WELL, BASICALLY, THEY LOST THEY DAMN MINDS. THEY ALL OVER THE PLACE. NO METHOD TO THE MADNESS – JUST A BUNCHA FUCKED-UP SHIT EVERYWHERE YOU LOOK. SOMETIMES SHIT GETS CRAZY, THE DUNGEON GOES OUT OF CONTROL, AND MEAT BAGS LOSE THEIR CITIES ‘N SHIT.”

      The water rippled, and a scene of utter devastation unfolded: a walled town slowly being swallowed as the earth opened up beneath it. Cobblestone streets and stone buildings collapsed into gaping chasms in the ground. Humans ran screaming in all directions as ogres climbed out of the earth with giant clubs, bludgeoning anyone unlucky enough to be within their reach.

      “NO MEATBAG IN HIS RIGHT MIND WOULD GO IN A CHAOTIC DUNGEON – UNLESS THEY GOIN’ DOWN TO WHACK THE DUNGEON CORE. WHICH THE GUILD DOES WHENEVER THEY FIND ONE.”

      On the water’s surface, a new picture emerged: a dungeon raid. Hundreds of men in black garments – Mages and Priests in robes, Warriors and Paladins in black tabards over their heavy plate armor – surged down into the twisted tunnels of a dungeon, chopping and spellcasting their way through hordes of red-eyed monsters.

      Finally a single Warrior emerged into a small, cramped cave, where a black crystal throbbed with radioactive energy. Except it wasn’t a single crystal like Deek or Alaria; it was a conglomeration of tinier crystals jutting out all over the fucking place, covering the floor in a carpet of jagged shards. One larger black crystal jutted up off to the side like a mutation of glass – a hideous, deformed thing that looked like it had grown at random.

      The Warrior heaved a massive war hammer above his head and brought it down in a devastating blow. The deformed crystal shattered into a million pieces, and black energy radiated out like an atomic blast of light.

      The image cut to black-clad Warriors and Mages cheering as skeletons collapsed into piles of bone.

      “SO… YEAH,” Deek said. “I AIN’T SAYIN’ CHAOTIC DUNGEONS AIN’T SOME CRAZY MOTHAFUCKAS, BUT NONE OF ‘EM EVER BOTHERED ME. BUT THE GUILD? THEY CUT DOWN A WHOLE LOTTA THEM POOR BASTARDS.”

      I didn’t know if I agreed with the ‘poor bastards’ part, but I didn’t want to get into an argument over the ethics of dungeon extermination.

      “I don’t understand, though,” I said. “You let in creatures from a crazy dungeon? Why?”

      “SEE, THAT’S THE THING. THE GUILD, THEY SAY THEY ONLY TAKE OUT DANGEROUS DUNGEONS… BUT ACTUALLY, IF A DUNGEON’S JUST A LITTLE WEIRD AN’ DON’T FIT THEIR DEFINITION OF WHAT A DUNGEON SHOULD BE, THEY’LL KILL IT ANYWAY.”

      The water showed an underground dungeon that was gorgeous but entirely unlike anything I had ever seen before. Its walls were made of red gem stones that glowed faintly. Its structure was a series of spiraling loops that stretched deep into the ground. It looked sort of like a DNA double helix, but with tunnels instead of twirling strands of genetic material, and with tunnels carpeted with rubies.

      “THAT’S WHAT THE GRAND INQUISITORS DO, MAN – THEY THE ONES THAT MAKE THE CALL: KILL ‘EM OR LET ‘EM BE. AND ANYBODY THEY DON’T LIKE OR UNDERSTAND… THEY WASTE ‘EM.”

      Tiny pixies fled in terror before a Warrior in a black tabard. The brute walked up to a delicate white crystal – not a single shard like Deek, but a pattern that fanned out beautifully like a lotus flower made of quartz.

      I winced in pain as the Warrior shattered it with his broadsword.

      “SHIT, THEY EVEN KILL BABIES, MAN – DUNGEONS THAT AIN’T EVEN FIGURED OUT WHAT THE FUCK THEY IS YET.”

      In another nightmarish scene, a figure in black robes entered a tiny earthen cave like the one I’d found Alaria in. A single black crystal not two inches long jutted out of the soil.

      I gasped as the man ground the black crystal into dust beneath the heel of his leather boot.

      “MOTHERFUCKERS ARE STRAIGHT-UP STONE-COLD MURDERERS, YO.”

      The images faded out, and all that was left was the rippling water of the basin.

      I stood there in shock, appalled and horrified by the final images I had seen.

      But I also remembered the earthen towers that had surrounded the pit, the gaping sinkholes that had swallowed the entire town, and the ogres that had killed hundreds of people.

      “What kind of dungeon are you?” I asked.

      “PFFFT, THAT’S JUST MEATBAG BULLSHIT. I MEAN, I AM WHAT I AM, YOU FEEL ME? BUT TECHNICALLY THEY CLASSIFY ME AS AN ORDERLY DARK DUNGEON.”

      “Do orderly dungeons ever go chaotic?”

      “YEAH, SOMETIMES. THEY CALL ‘EM ROGUES WHEN THEY BEEN NICE AN’ CALM, AND THEN THEY LOSE THEY SHIT.”

      I looked hesitantly at Alaria’s tiny crystal propped up against Deek’s larger one. “Uh… no offense, but… you’re going to stay orderly… right?”

      “THE FUCK, MAN? YOU SERIOUS?”

      “I’m just asking.”

      “YOU THINK I WANNA GET SMASHED TO BITS? FUCK NO. I AIN’T GOIN’ ROGUE FOR SHIT. HELL, I DON’T EVEN WANNA KILL NOBODY – I’M BIG ENOUGH, I DON’T NEED NO MORE LIFE FORCE TO MAKE MORE FLOORS. WOULDN’T KILL NOBODY, NEITHER, IF DUMBASS MEATBAG MOTHERFUCKERS DIDN’T KEEP COMIN’ AROUND HERE TRYIN’ TO KILL ME AND MY CREW.”

      “What would you do if you could?”

      The dungeon core’s voice grew wistful. “MAN, I DREAM ALL THE DAMN TIME ABOUT STARTIN’ OVER… SOMEWHERE WITH A VIEW, MAYBE BY THE OCEAN. LIVIN’ THE SIMPLE LIFE ON THE DOWN-LOW, SO NO DAMN MEATBAGS KNOW WHERE I’M AT. JUST ME AND MY MONSTER HOMIES, CHILLIN’.”

      “So you’d retire?”

      “YEAH, EXACTLY. I BEEN DOIN’ THIS SHIT FOR 500 YEARS, MAN. I’M TIRED. YOU DO ANYTHING FOR 500 YEARS, YOU READY TO CALL IT A DAY.” Deek’s voice grew bitter. “BUT AS LONG AS MEAT SUIT MOTHERFUCKERS MAKIN’ MONEY OFF ME, AIN’T NO WAY I CAN STOP. THEY GONNA KEEP ON COMIN’, AND I’M GONNA HAVE TO KEEP ON KILLIN’ EM, AND IT AIN’T NEVER GONNA CHANGE. FUCK.”

      I could hear the resignation in his voice. I felt bad for him, but my girlfriend was trapped inside of a crystal, and I had three bounty hunters on my ass.

      I had troubles of my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      After my lengthy conversation with Deek, I basically just hung out.

      I ate some food with Fugly and drank some wine with Stig (who were both still indulging their vices of choice – gluttony and drunkenness).

      I also watched Alaria practice.

      Deek had finally let her begin manipulating actual things in the real world. First she carved tunnels out of the marble walls and floor. Then she started building things: doorways. Fountains. Trap doors. Pits with spikes in the bottom.

      After that, it was on to assembling her minions. She could summon slime molds pretty easily, but anything more complicated than that was dicey, to say the least.

      Deek supplied her with a pile of bones, and she was able to string them together into a walking, shambling skeleton – but her initial attempts were kind of, well, bass-ackward. Literally. The first skeleton wound up with his head where his ass should have been. Seconds later he quickly fell apart.

      On the second try, Alaria accidentally flipped the legs and the arms so that the skeleton was ambling around on his hands.

      “WELL, THAT’S ONE WAY TO DO IT,” Deek chuckled.

      - Damn this to Vakaris! Alaria yelled in frustration as the skeleton collapsed back into a pile of bones.

      “YOU DOIN’ FINE, GIRL. THIS AIN’T EASY. YOU ALREADY DONE IN TWO HOURS WHAT IT TOOK ME TWO WEEKS TO FIGURE OUT.”

      “Yes, Mistress, you are doing wonderfully!” Wylla cheered as she zoomed through the air. “Although, if I might make a suggestion – ”

      - No! Alaria barked.

      Wylla ignored her. “ – increase the dark energy binding spell by a smidge, and your bone warriors will stay intact even when you turn your attention away from them.”

      - Look, you twinkly little bitch –

      “ANH, ANH, ANH,” Deek chastised her. “LISTEN TO THE FAIRY. SHE KNOW WHAT SHE TALKIN’ ABOUT. DO IT AGAIN… AND INCREASE THE MOTHERFUCKIN’ DARK ENERGY IN THE BINDIN’ SPELL.”

      Alaria grumbled, but she did as she was told. This time the skeleton stayed intact… even if he did have his hands attached to his head like a pair of bony antlers.

      “So Wylla’s actually good for something?” I asked Deek in amusement.

      “FUCK YEAH, MAN. SHE A DUNGEON FAIRY. SHE KNOWS WHAT’S UP.”

      “Dungeon fairies help dungeon cores?”

      “YEAH. THEY TEACH ‘EM SHIT WHEN THEY FIRST GET STARTED.”

      “You seem a lot more helpful than Wylla.”

      “THAT’S CUZ DUNGEON FAIRIES IS LIMITED TO IMPARTIN’ KNOWLEDGE BASED ON HOWEVER POWERFUL THE DUNGEON CORE IS.”

      Translation: a Level 1 dungeon fairy helps Level 1 dungeon cores, and can only tell them Level 1 information. Sort of like how a Kindergarten teacher would only teach a five-year-old his ABC’s, not quantum physics.

      But Alaria was moving right along. She had progressed to Level 7 (a crazy-fast jump in just a couple of hours), and Wylla had leveled up right along with her.

      Deek continued. “BUT ME, I GOT AN EDGE ON A DUNGEON FAIRY. I BEEN AROUND THE BLOCK A FEW TIMES. I KNOW THE SHORTCUTS.”

      “Did you start out with a dungeon fairy?”

      “OH YEAH, SURE. BEELA’S HER NAME.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “OH, SHE AROUND HERE SOMEWHERE. SHE BASICALLY RETIRED 300 YEARS AGO. DIDN’T HAVE NOTHIN’ ELSE TO TEACH ME, SO SHE JUST HANGS OUT WITH THE OTHER PIXIES ‘N PUCKS ‘N SHIT UP ON 75.”

      Huh. Deek was apparently running an old folks’ retirement home for fairies.

      “Do dungeon fairies find you and offer to serve you like the other creatures?”

      “NAW, THEY GET BOUND TO YOU WHEN YO’ CORE GETS CREATED.”

      “How does a core get created?”

      “SHIIIIT, FUCK IF I KNOW. I JUST KIND OF WOKE UP ONE DAY AND BAM! THERE I WAS.”

      I remembered back to my conversation with Orlo on the rim of the volcano. “Alaria’s former master supposedly figured out how to create them.”

      “WHY WOULD HE WANNA DO THAT?”

      The irritation in Deek’s voice gave me pause. “Uh… I think… to make money off of them?”

      “WE AIN’T A FUCKIN’ PUPPY MILL,” Deek said angrily. “FUCKIN’ GREEDY MEATBAG MOTHERFUCKER.”

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know he’s dead.”

      “GOOD. LET’S HOPE THE FUCKER STAYS DEAD.”

      That made two of us.

      Alaria kept progressing. Deek brought down a mushroom creature and a gremlin and had Alaria bind them to her service. Then Deek killed them (he warned them first), and Alaria resurrected them on the spot.

      “GOOD!” Deek crowed as the mushroom and gremlin reappeared in flashes of light.

      - I’m tired, Alaria complained. Can Ian come in here and take a break with me?

      “NO! YOU TWO’LL JUST END UP FUCKIN’, YOU’LL FORGET EVERYTHING YOU LEARNED, AND I AIN’T GONNA SIT AROUND HERE RE-TEACHIN’ YOU SHIT YOU WOULDA REMEMBERED IF YOU WASN’T BUSY GETTIN’ YOUR BRAINS FUCKED OUT!”

      - But –

      “NO! EN, OH SPELLS ‘NO,’ MOTHAFUCKA!”

      - Can I at least SHOW him what I’ve done? she groused. He DOES have magical powers, you know. He does this stuff all the time.

      “YOU COMPARIN’ GOBLIN FRUIT AND DRAGON BERRIES, BITCH.”

      “Maybe a break would do her good,” I suggested.

      - Please! Alaria said, though she was more demanding than pleading.

      Deek sighed loudly. “FINE – BUT NO FUCKIN’! I DON’T WANT NO DANGLY PARTS GOIN’ IN HOLES, EVEN IMAGINARY ONES!”

      “Fine,” I grumbled.

      “ALRIGHT… GET ON UP IN THERE, THEN.”

      “Tha’s whut she said,” Stig croaked drunkenly from under the table.

      “THAT’S WHAT – HAHAHAHA! THAT’S A GOOD ONE!” Deek laughed.

      “He learned it from me,” I said.

      “YEAH, YEAH. TAKIN’ THE CREDIT AWAY FROM THE IMP.”

      “No, seriously, he did.”

      “DID YOU COME UP WITH IT FIRST? WERE YOU THE VERY FIRST PERSON TO EVER SAY IT?”

      “…no…”

      “SO YOU LEARNED IT SOMEWHERE ELSE.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “SO QUIT ACTIN’ LIKE YOU ALL WITTY ‘N SHIT AND GET ON UP IN THERE! FIVE MINUTES, ALARIA, THEN WE START AGAIN!”

      I touched Alaria’s crystal, and reappeared in a flash of light in a new location.

      Wow.

      It was quite a bit different from last time.

      She had gone from a crude tunnel and rock bedroom to a palace interior, with walls made of red agate. There were all sorts of vaulted ceilings and arches and ornamental filigree everywhere. Frankly, I was blown away.

      And the menu controls for her magical powers had increased substantially. All the elements (fire, water, earth, and air) and magical types (dark, light, death, life) were filled in now, and submenus appeared where before there had been none. A dozen icons appeared on her Summoning action bar – slime molds, skeletons, and the mushroom and gremlin.

      I was dumbfounded at how much progress she’d made – but Alaria wasn’t interested in showing me around.

      As she rushed into my arms and grabbed my crotch, she moaned, “Hurry – just a quickie!”

      “NO FUCKIN’! I’M WATCHIN’ THIS TIME!” Deek’s voice boomed out all around us.

      “Watch this, then!” Alaria yelled out, and dropped to her knees and began undoing my pants.

      “Babe, babe – come on,” I laughed, pulling her up to her feet again. “We promised. Sex can wait.”

      “But I hate this dungeon core bullshit!” she whined. “It’s so Goddess-damned boring!”

      “OH, YOU JUST BOUGHT YOURSELF ANOTHER TEN HOURS OF BINDIN’ GOBLINS!” Deek yelled.

      “Go fuck yourself, you overgrown salt lick!”

      “WHO YOU CALLIN’ ‘SALT LICK’?! LICK THIS, BITCH!”

      “Hey,” I said, prodding Alaria, “you, uh… you mind if I give it a whirl?”

      “What? You mean you want to do dungeon core magic?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’d rather do that than fuck?!”

      The lament of every girlfriend whose boyfriend had the newest video game hot release.

      Which meant she wasn’t getting her own hot release, ha ha.

      “I’d rather not fuck in front of the overgrown salt lick,” I said.

      “YEAH, I’D RATHER YOU NOT, EITHER!” Deek yelled.

      “Come on,” I purred in her ear. “Let me take it for a spin.”

      “Fine,” she pouted, and crossed her arms over her chest as I began pushing menu buttons.

      It was awesome. There was now a dual mode for seeing what I was doing in the real world – I mean, uh, in the regular OtherWorld space.

      “You mind, Deek?” I asked as I entered ‘Build’ mode.

      “AS LONG AS YOU AIN’T FUCKIN’, YOU CAN DO ANY DAMN THING YOU PLEASE.”

      I began drawing tunnels, creating traps, erecting arches, and carving out windows.

      It was like Fortnite’s build mode on steroids.

      “DAMN, MEATBAG – YOU DOIN’ ALRIGHT,” Deek said with actual respect in his voice. “TOO BAD I CAN’T TEACH YOU ‘STEAD OF THIS UNGRATEFUL BITCH.”

      “Fuck off, Deek!” she yelled.

      “LONG AS YOU DON’T!”

      The five minutes were over far too soon. I gave my succubus a long kiss, and she pressed herself up against me like an insistent cat.

      “Please don’t leave me here,” she begged.

      “Babe, you’ve got to get more powerful so you can get back in your body.”

      “But it’s sooooo BORING.”

      “Hey, Deek – can we get just five more minutes?” I called out. “And no peeking?”

      “WHAT THE FUCK YOU TRYNA DO, MEATBAG?” Deek asked in a warning tone.

      “Give you a more willing pupil.”

      “…FIVE MINUTES, AND THEN YOU GOTTA GET THE FUCK OUT.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What are you – ” Alaria began, but I didn’t give her time to finish the question. I just dropped to my knees and yanked her panties down along with me as I went.

      “Oh,” she said, surprised.

      There really wasn’t any time for subtleties. This was going to be a strictly wham, bam, thank you ma’am kind of operation.

      I immediately parted her legs and began lapping at her clit.

      “Ohhhh,” she moaned, and gripped my hair in her fists.

      When she was good and wet, I licked my fingers and inserted two inside her pussy, then rubbed them against her g-spot as I began licking again.

      “Ohhhhhh,” she groaned, and thrust her hips forward into my face.

      She came about two minutes in – a loud cry accompanied by a shudder that ran throughout her entire body.

      Three more minutes to go.

      I didn’t even wait until she’d stopped coming all the way – I stood up, turned her forcefully around, and bent her over the nearest tabletop.

      “Oh!” she said, sounding pleasantly surprised.

      Then I undid my pants and pulled out my cock, which was already rock-hard, and plunged it between her dripping lips.

      “OH,” she cried out, then gasped as I began ramming into her as fast as I could, my belly hitting her ass with a fwop-fwop-fwop sound.

      I reached around and undid the clasp on her bra – something I’d done a hundred times before, so I could do it blindfolded – and cupped one of her dangling breasts in my palm.

      Then I pinched her erect nipple hard.

      “UNH,” she groaned, and used one of her own hands to pinch the other.

      Two minutes and counting.

      “You better get into whatever position feels best, and fast,” I told her as I withdrew my hand from her breast and wet my forefinger with my mouth.

      In answer, she bent down to the floor and grabbed her ankles with her hands.

      “You’ve never fucked me like this before,” she cooed.

      “Alright,” I said, and slowly eased my wet finger into her ass as I continued to pound away at her.

      “OH FUCK!” she cried out.

      I wanted to see what was going on, so I cast my All-Seeing Eye and got the perfect view.

      Her breasts bounced and jiggled with every slap of my body against her ass, and she cried out with every thrust.

      One more minute.

      Good thing, too, because I wasn’t going to be able to last much longer at this rate.

      “Are you going to come for me, baby?” I growled.

      “Yes… oh yes…”

      “Rub your clit,” I ordered. “Touch yourself for me.”

      Still bent over, she reached up and began to rub her clit as fast as she could, her hand a blur over her crotch with a wet schick-schick-schick sound.

      “OHHHHHH – OHHHHHH!” she screamed.

      “Fuck – are you coming?” I grunted, trying to hang on.

      “YES – OH GODDESS YES, I’M COMIIIIIIING – ”

      I felt a spray of hot liquid all over my balls and inner thighs as she squirted.

      That pushed me over the edge.

      “FUUUUUUCK!” I roared as I spurted deep inside her.

      I was able to manage maybe a dozen more strokes before I had to stop.

      She grunted as she slid off my still-hard cock, then stood up and kissed me hard, stroking my wet shaft in her hand.

      “That was awesome,” she whispered lustfully in my ear, then said playfully, “Let’s do it again.”

      “TIME’S UP, MEAT BAG!” Deek’s voice roared out.

      “Alright, I’m coming out!” I called. “Just ten more seconds.”

      “DON’T MAKE ME COME IN THERE AND GET YOU!”

      “See you later, babe,” I said, then kissed her hard on the mouth. “When we get you back in your body, we’ll do that all you want.”

      “…okay…” she sighed happily, and then poof! I was back in the great marble hall with my pants still up over my crotch – although I was sporting a pretty stiff boner.

      “I’m back,” I said.

      “AT LEAST SOMEBODY CAN STICK TO A SCHEDULE,” Deek griped.

      - Fuck off, Deek, Alaria said, though she sounded happy and sated with post-orgasmic bliss.

      “Be nice,” I chided her.

      - Fine…

      “I think I better be getting back so I can pretend to be a Grand Inquisitor,” I said to Deek.

      “THAT’S A GOOD IDEA. I DON’T THINK YO’ SUCCUBUS NEEDS ANY MORE BREAKS FOR A WHILE.”

      - Awwww…

      “AND DON’T FORGET – GIVE ME TO THE DUCHESS, NOT THE MIDGET.”

      “I remember,” I assured him.

      I looked over at Stig and Fugly sprawled out on the stone table. They lay on their backs in a drunken stupor and a food coma, their stomachs distended like they’d each swallowed a basketball.

      “Can I leave my demons here with you?” I asked Deek. “Stig, Fugly, and – ”

      At that exact moment, I heard a woman’s orgasmic shriek from somewhere deep inside the catacombs.

      “Oh, oh, ohhHHH FUUUUUCK – ”

      I would’ve bet a thousand bucks it was a certain plum-colored succubus. And seeing as her voice didn’t sound muffled at all, I was pretty sure I could pinpoint which of her orifices were stuffed with summer sausage.

      “YEAH,” Deek chuckled, “I DON’T THINK YOU COULD TEAR SORAIYA AWAY RIGHT NOW. SURE, LEAVE ‘EM WITH ME, I’LL TAKE CARE OF ‘EM FOR YOU.”

      “Thanks. And can you get me back up to Vos?”

      “CAN I GET HIM BACK UP TO VOS,” Deek muttered to himself like he was complaining to a third party. “FUCK YES I CAN GET YOU UP TO VOS! I CAN GET YOU ANY DAMN PLACE IN THIS MOTHAFUCKIN’ KINGDOM!”

      “Dukedom.”

      “WHATEVER THE FUCK! JUST GO THROUGH THE DOOR!”

      A section of the marble wall crumbled like sugar cubes dissolving in boiling water. Inside, a circular copper platform glinted dully on the floor.

      “Um… no steps?”

      “YOU REALLY WANNA WALK UP A HUNDRED FLIGHTS OF STAIRS, MOTHAFUCKA?”

      Touché.

      “Is it an elevator?”

      “WHAT THE FUCK’S AN ELEVATOR?”

      “Uh – never mind.” I placed one foot inside the oval chamber and looked up into the darkness. There was nothing but pitch black after the first ten feet. “Can you get me somewhere near the castle, but not inside? Especially not the throne room?”

      “I CAN GET YOU ANY DAMN WHERE! JUST GO ON!”

      “Okay, okay. Sheesh. Bye, babe!” I called out to the tiny crystal still perched next to the much larger one.

      I heard Alaria’s voice answer in my head:

      - Come back soon! she cried out plaintively.

      “ALRIGHT, NOW GO ON AND GET UP IN THERE!” Deek commanded me.

      “Thash whah she said,” Stig burped drunkenly.

      As the polished metal circle lifted me up into the darkness, the last thing I heard was Deek’s raucous laughter.

      “HAHAHAHA! DAMN, IMP, YOU ALL RIGHT.”
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      Deek was as good as his word: the ‘elevator’ shaft opened up just outside the royal stables. As soon as I stepped onto solid ground, the copper disc dropped back down into the circular pit, and the cobblestones knit themselves back together as though nothing had ever been disturbed.

      Who needed LSD when you had a dungeon core rearranging matter for you?

      It was apparently just before daybreak. The stars were still out, but there was a faint glow on the horizon. Had I really been away that many hours?

      I breathed a heavy sigh and began pondering how I was going to handle Urik. The Duchess would be easy – there might even be a celebratory bang in there for good measure – but the dwarf was not going to be happy. Giving up 30,000 gold sucked, but at least Deek would make it up to me.

      My attention was diverted by muttering voices in the stables. I caught just snippets of their conversation:

      “…Emissary… dungeon… backup plan… Grand Inquisitor…”

      Grand Inquisitor?

      That was me!

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I walked over to the main door of the stables. It was a long, low-lying building with stone walls and a thatched roof. Judging by its size, it was probably capable of housing at least 100 horses. I could hear soft whinnying and snorts inside.

      I walked inside the doorway and immediately ran smack dab into a paladin in chain mail. His tabard was white and emblazoned with a black sword piercing a figure eight.

      “HOLD!” he barked, and raised his weapon.

      Ten feet behind him, another four paladins were standing around a large wooden crate filled with straw. A couple of them held torches, and the flames cast eerie shadows across the stables.

      As soon as they heard the guard yell at me, the paladins slammed the wooden top down on the crate and whirled around in a panic.

      I didn’t get to ponder what might be inside the crate because of the imminent threat of getting a sword embedded in my skull.

      “STOP – I’m the Grand Inquisitor!” I yelled.

      The guard lowered his sword and stared at me, his mouth agape. The other men behind him all had the same reaction.

      The apparent leader of the group walked over from the crate, eyeing me warily. “The Grand Inquisitor, you say?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Go ask Urik – the, uh, Emissary. He’ll tell you who I am.”

      The leader looked around at all the other paladins, who all stared back at him with gobsmacked expressions. None of them seemed to know what the hell to make of me, apparently.

      I was starting to get a weird feeling about all this…

      The leader addressed the others. “I’ll take him to the Emissary.”

      “Actually,” I said, “I’d like to know what’s in that box.”

      “Take it up with the Emissary when you see him,” the paladin said as he grabbed my arm.

      I pulled away from him roughly. “Hands off, bud! I’m the Grand Inquisitor, remember?”

      The paladin immediately withdrew his glove.

      It felt kind of cool to throw my weight around, though a little douchebaggy. Sort of like yelling Do you know who I AM? at the cops, but actually receiving deferential treatment instead of getting body-slammed to the ground and slapped in cuffs.

      The paladin bowed his head slightly. “My apologies… Grand Inquisitor.”

      He basically said it with air quotes – ‘Grand Inquisitor,’ like he was mocking me. I didn’t like his attitude, but I had just been sort of a douche.

      “However, I am under strict orders from the Emissary. If you wish to see the contents of that crate, I must get his permission first. And he is in the court, so I will take you there straightaway.”

      I could hear the Fuck you in his voice, but I ignored it.

      “Fine – take me to Urik,” I said, and followed him out of the stables.

      The entire time, I wondered what the hell he and his Church of Eternity bros were being so secretive about – and what they had in the crate.

      I’d find out soon enough, I was sure of it.
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      As we entered the castle, we got some pretty strange looks from the palace guard, who all stared at me in amazement. A few reached for their swords, but the paladin stopped them with one raised hand and a shake of his head. No.

      After that, the guards just fell in line behind us as we marched towards the throne room.

      Something was weird, but I couldn’t exactly put my finger on it. And I sure as hell couldn’t bail. What was I going to say? Uh, I changed my mind – I think I’m going to go for a walk now, thanks for everything. Yeah, that wouldn’t be suspicious at all.

      Plus, I needed to wrap up this whole situation with Urik. Might as well kill two birds with one stone, ‘give’ the dungeon core to the Duchess, and go collect my 30K in gold from Deek.

      I entered the throne room behind the paladin, with 20 palace guards at my back. There weren’t many courtiers – just the Duchess on her throne, Urik standing below the dais, and a couple of royal advisors.

      The paladin didn’t even need to announce my arrival. As soon as the Duchess saw me, she stood up from the throne.

      I was expecting her to be happy to see me – but I wouldn’t exactly call her look ‘happy.’

      More like shocked as hell for a split second, then FURIOUS.

      Urik glanced over to see what she was looking at, then had roughly the same reaction. His jaw dropped, and then he scowled like he wanted to kill me.

      Huh…

      I’d expected him to be mad, just not until I made my Grand Inquisitorial pronouncement about who owned the dungeon.

      Why were both of them pissed at me before I’d even said a word?

      “Duchess Evala,” the paladin said, “I present… the ‘Grand Inquisitor.’”

      There were the air quotes again.

      What the fuck was going on?

      The Duchess and Urik just stared at me in furious silence. Neither of them spoke.

      But another voice did.

      It was a man’s voice, gravelly and with an Irish lilt.

      “Ahhhh… I’ve been lookin’ forward to meetin’ you, ‘Grand Inquisitor.’”

      AGAIN with the fucking air quotes.

      But whoever was saying them sounded amused, unlike everybody else.

      I looked over to my left to see dozens of guys in black clothing – paladins, mages, and hunters – nearly hidden in the darkness beneath the throne room’s mezzanine.

      One man stood out in front of them. He was a big dude, six foot three, about 50 years old. He had a substantial belly packed over what looked like a very muscular frame, although it was hard to know for sure under all the shit he was wearing: a black cape over a black tabard over black chain mail, with black gloves and black boots. A massive sword hung at his side – in a black leather scabbard, naturally.

      He was square-jawed and tan, with long sideburns down the sides of his face, a scruffy mustache, and curly brown hair that had receded halfway across the top of his head.

      He grinned at me lopsidedly, exposing a couple of missing teeth. They didn’t look like they had rotted out; they looked like they had been bashed out during battle.

      That impression was reinforced by the long, angry scar that reached from the top of his scalp, across his right eyebrow, and down his cheek. The cornea of the eye was milky, like a blind man’s. It was an old wound, and an ugly one. Someone or something had damn near split his head open – but here he was, still alive.

      He had survived.

      I was guessing that whoever had wounded him, hadn’t.

      This guy was a fucking badass.

      He also looked familiar – and sounded even more familiar – though I couldn’t quite place him.

      He walked over to me, one black-gloved hand on the pommel of his sword. He grinned at me as he leaned in close, and I could smell the whiskey on his breath.

      “What an honor,” he chuckled. “After all, it’s not every day a man meets the fool tryin’ to impersonate him.”

      Ohhhhh SHIT.

      Fuck my life.

      The Duchess spoke up, her voice seething with rage. “Whoever you are, imposter, may I present the real Grand Inquisitor of the Dungeon Guild.”

      Suddenly a computer window appeared:

      

      You have failed the quest ‘Help a Dungeon Out, Yo!’

      You will not receive any gold or Experience Points.

      

      AWWWW SHIT.

      Fuck my life with a chainsaw.

      I had barely any time to pay attention, though, because Mr. Irish Badass began talking again.

      “That’s Grand Inquisitor of the Dungeon Guild, Seventh Order, to be precise,” he grinned. “My name is Quintus Deathlock, but since you’ve been passing yourself off as me for the last couple of days, you might as well call me Quint.”

      …Quint…?

      Why does that name sound familiar –

      OH FUCK.

      Now I knew where I recognized this guy from.

      He was patterned after Robert Shaw’s character Quinn from Jaws. The crusty old shark hunter who took Roy Scheider and Richard Dreyfuss out in his boat, the Orca, to hunt down the Great White menacing Amity Island.

      Quinn met his match in the shark.

      The game version hadn’t. Not yet, anyway.

      Somehow, I didn’t think I was going to succeed where a Great White shark (or whatever the OtherWorld equivalent was) had failed.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” the Duchess hissed.

      I just looked back and forth between her and Quint. For good measure I glanced at Urik, who looked like he wanted to crucify me.

      This was not good.

      “Well?!” the Duchess demanded.

      “Uhhhh… bye,” I answered.

      Then I cast Invisibility.

      Everyone in the room roared in shock and outrage as I disappeared.

      I had 20 seconds to get the fuck out of there before the spell wore off.

      I turned back towards the entrance to the throne room, trying to figure out how to thread my way through the palace guards –

      “MAGES!” the Irish badass roared as he drew his sword with a SCHINK!

      One of the fuckers in black over in the corner waved his arms, and a blue-tinted shield went up around me, about twenty feet in diameter.

      God DAMN it!

      I was trapped, and the real Grand Inquisitor knew it.

      Actually, he’d planned it.

      Worse, he was going to use it to his advantage.

      He swung the broadsword through the air, the flat side out, trying to hit me at random. I was out of the range of the first strike, but I wasn’t going to be for long.

      There was a general hubbub and cry in the throne room –

      “QUIET!” Quintus roared, and the entire room fell silent.

      I backed up to the very edge of the Mage’s shield and crouched down, hoping I could somehow get out of this –

      But the sound of my boots on the stone floor gave me away.

      “HA!” the Irish bastard roared, then swiped low with the flat of his sword – straight at my head.

      I tried rolling out of the sword’s path, but apparently that wasn’t in the cards today.

      WHANG!

      The sword caught me in the back of the head like a metal two-by-four.

      “OWWW!” I howled as I sprawled out on the ground, stars filling my field of vision.

      I lost 5% of my hit points, and a computer window popped up:

      Stunned! 5 Second Debuff.

      Shit – I couldn’t move, and I wouldn’t be able to for five seconds!

      That was plenty of time for the real Grand Inquisitor to stomp around on the ground with one boot and find me, no matter how invisible I happened to be. As soon as he stomped on my back, he reached down, felt for my head with his glove, then grabbed my neck and hoisted me up into the air. Still invisible, I might add.

      By the time the stun debuff wore off, so had my Invisibility spell. Everyone gasped when I reappeared, my feet dangling off the ground and hands clutching at Quint’s glove at my throat.

      “A warlock,” Quint grinned. “And a piss-poor one, at that. Didn’t summon his demons… didn’t attack. Why not?”

      I wasn’t about to tell him where I’d left Stig, Alaria, Soraiya, and Fugly.

      To be perfectly accurate, even if I’d wanted to tell him, it was nigh impossible to talk with a fist crushing my windpipe.

      When I didn’t answer, Quint threw me contemptuously to the ground, where I coughed and gasped for breath.

      The Grand Inquisitor squatted down and looked at me with that lopsided grin. “Where’s the dungeon core you had yesterday, warlock?”

      “I… I don’t have it anymore,” I wheezed.

      “Don’t have it? Then where’d you put it?”

      “Up your mom’s ass,” I snarled.

      A nervous ripple ran through the court.

      The palace guard all glanced at each other, like they were wondering if the Grand Inquisitor was going to stand for that shit.

      Urik raised one eyebrow.

      And the Duchess blushed bright red… though I figured that was due to her actually having a personal history of crystals up her ass.

      All of Quint’s men, though, just smiled. Like they were waiting for the good part to begin.

      Quint chuckled. “Up my mother’s arse… that’s good, warlock. That’s good.”

      Then his face crumpled into a mask of rage, and he moved faster than I would have thought possible for a guy his size. Way faster than I could react, that was for sure.

      He scrambled up on top of me, put one knee on my chest, and placed all of his weight on it.

      I couldn’t breathe again, although for an entirely different reason this time.

      Then he grabbed my face with his glove and forced his thumb slightly into my right eye socket, threatening to poke out my eye.

      “Mmph!” I screamed, my mouth covered by his glove.

      “What was that, warlock?” he asked with a smile. “I couldn’t hear you over your vile comments about my mother’s arsehole.”

      I fucking hated this bastard.

      But I didn’t really want him to pop my eye like a grape, either.

      “Mm SMMWY!”

      “What?” he asked, leaning one ear over my head as though he couldn’t hear. “What was that, you say?”

      “Mm SORRY!” I managed to blurt out.

      He just chuckled.

      He eased up on my eyeball, though.

      We stayed like that for a few seconds, him staring at me with something between mirth and malevolent hatred. Then he gestured at his face with his free hand.

      “I see you lookin’ at my scar,” he grinned. “You want to know where I got it? I’ll tell ya.”

      He got up off my chest, and air rushed back into my lungs. I coughed and wheezed again, though Quint couldn’t care less. He was already off to the races with his story.

      “It was when I first joined the Guild as a young man. We was ridin’ back from the Plains of Tichton to Vayte. We’d just destroyed a dungeon – a long, hard, two days of work, with no sleep. And we still had another day’s ride ahead of us. We weren’t payin’ attention, and that’s how it got us.

      “It was an underground dungeon, a big bastard, that opened up and swallowed us whole. Four hunnert and ten men went into the earth. Took all of twelve seconds.”

      The words and cadence sounded vaguely familiar.

      Then I remembered this guy was patterned off of Quinn from JAWS, and it all clicked.

      Jesus.

      It was the fuckin’ Indianapolis speech.

      In the movie, Robert Shaw delivers a monologue about how he’d been on the U.S.S. Indianapolis during World War II. The ship was tasked with delivering the atomic bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima, and completed its mission – but was sunk by a Japanese submarine on its return voyage. Over a thousand survivors jumped into the water, only to have to fight off sharks for five days before they were rescued. Most of the sailors didn’t make it.

      It was one of the darkest, most dramatic monologues in all of cinema… and the videogame version of Quint delivered it with the same intensity. This was no cheesy Hark Silo parody. This was a dramatic moment that was impossible to look away from. All I could do was stare at him and listen, along with the rest of the court.

      “What we didn’t know was our mission was so secret, there was no record of where we’d been. The Guild didn’t even list us overdue for two days.

      “This was a rogue dungeon, warlock. There weren’t no lanterns to make it friendly, no glowin’ crystals to see yer way by. All we had was a hunnert torches, and a couple dozen mages to cast light. The torches burned out fast. The mages didn’t last much longer. The light draws ‘em, you see. Draws the monsters.

      “Didn’t see the first one, though, for almost half an hour. Actually, didn’t see it at all. Just heard it. When we finally did catch a glimpse, it was… an abomination. A horror the likes of which I’d never seen before. Thirteen-footer, stem to stern. No name for it. In all my days in the Guild, never seen another of its kind since. But he wasn’t the last of ‘em. There was a whole slew of things I prayed to the gods I’d never see again. I seen ‘em every once in a while, though, in my dreams. Those dreams, they’re not the pleasant kind.

      “We formed up into tight groups, warriors ‘n hunters ‘n mages on the outside, with a healer in the center. The idea was, you protect the healers, they’ll keep you alive. Well… that was the idea. Didn’t always work out that way.

      “Sometimes a creature’d get the nearest man. He’d start fightin’ and hollerin’, and sometimes that monster, he’d go away… but sometimes he wouldn’t. Sometimes he’d look right at ya, and you’d see the rogue dungeon’s foul soul reflected in those black eyes. Lifeless. Like a doll’s.

      “You know the thing about a rogue dungeon, warlock? There ain’t no cute little woodland creatures to give you coins. There’s no path forward; there’s no path back. There’s only madness. And survivin’… if you can.

      “The monsters, when they came at us… they didn’t even seem to be livin’. Not till they bit ya, and you hear that terrible screamin’. Feel that hot spray of blood. The floor turns wet and slippery, and no matter how hard you fight, those monsters keep comin’… and they rip ya to pieces.

      “By the end of that first night in the dungeon, we lost fifty men. I don’t know how many monsters we killed – maybe a couple hunnert. I do know how many men we lost, though. Averaged two an hour. Mostly the mages, first. Then darkness.

      “Next day, warlock, or what I figured was the next day, I bumped into a friend of mine. Hovart Rodrickson from Clevalla. Hunter. Been in the Guild just a year, like me. I thought he was asleep. I reached over to wake him up… and he rolled over, just the top of him, easy as you please, like a child’s toy. He’d been bitten in half below the waist.

      “Three days later, the cavalry finally arrived. A thousand members of the Guild come out to look for us. A master hunter picked up the trail – a young feller, no older than you. He found our horses’ tracks, and figured out where we’d went into the ground. Anyway, they went into that rogue dungeon – not to kill it, mind you, just to rescue us. That was the time I was most frightened… waitin’ for my turn to get pulled out.”

      Quint pointed at the scar over his face.

      “Somethin’ sliced me as they was haulin’ me up. Took my vision with it. Guess they wanted to leave me somethin’ to remember ‘em by.

      “Four hunnert and ten men went into the ground, warlock. Eighty-seven come out. The dungeon took the rest.”

      I just lay there on the ground, staring up at him in terrified wonder.

      “We came back a week later to that rogue dungeon. All 2000 men in the guild. Would’ve gave it a little somethin’ to remember of my own – if we hadn’t killed it dead.”

      Quint squatted down threateningly close to me. “Know how rogue dungeons start? Same as any other. Just a tiny crystal in the ground… but it goes bad. Don’t know why. What we do know is that when somebody fucks with the crystal in its beginnin’ stages, it’s far more apt to go rogue.

      “So maybe now you can see why I’m concerned when a man comes around lyin’ and sayin’ he’s a Grand Inquisitor of the Dungeon Guild, carryin’ a dungeon core… and yet when we apprehend him, he ain’t carryin’ it on him. Makes me wonder what he’s doin’ with that crystal. One of them fuckers goes rogue, it can kill an awful lot of people. Like those three hunnert and 23 of my brothers in the Guild who died. So I’m gonna ask you again, warlock. Where is it?”

      I really didn’t have a good lie ready, so I just came up with one that was halfway true.

      “I dropped it in the dungeon somewhere.”

      There was a strangled cry from the Duchess. When I looked over, both she and Urik looked horrifically alarmed.

      Quint, though, looked amused. “Dropped it in the dungeon, didja? Now that’s unfortunate.”

      Why it was unfortunate for anybody but me, I had no idea – and I didn’t think Quint gave a shit about my misfortune.

      I was about to ask what the big deal was when Urik waddled over hastily.

      “Grand Inquisitor, I’m going to need to speak with the warlock for a moment in private.”

      “I’m questionin’ him, Emissary,” Quint snapped.

      “As we all can see, and you’ve yielded magnificent results, but I have to speak with him.”

      Quint stood and drew himself up to his full height. “Don’t go fuckin’ around in what ain’t your business, Emissary.”

      If Urik was intimidated, he didn’t show it at all. In fact, if anything, Quint’s display of dominance only raised the dwarf’s hackles.

      “I’ll remind you, Grand Inquisitor, that the Guild may have authority inside a dungeon – but we aren’t inside a dungeon,” Urik snarled. “Which means the Church of Eternity has jurisdiction here.”

      “It is my castle, Emissary!” the Duchess yelled from the dais.

      “AND IT IS THE CHURCH’S REALM!” Urik roared at her before continuing to stare down Quint. “Now, Grand Inquisitor… kindly STEP BACK.”

      Quint looked like he wanted to kill the dwarf – but he merely grumbled, “One minute, Emissary,” and retreated back towards his men.

      The Duchess, meanwhile, was coming down the steps of the dais as fast as she could maneuver in her oversized gown.

      I looked up at Urik and whispered, “Thanks. Look, about our deal – ”

      “You fucked my nuns!” the dwarf hissed.

      I stared at him in shock.

      I didn’t exactly think that was the most pressing thing to deal with at the moment.

      “Um – ”

      “You fucked my NUNS!” Urik seethed. “You agreed to the deal, you fucked my nuns, and all along you were lying about who you WERE!”

      “Look, I – ”

      “You little NUN-fucker!”

      Suddenly another computer window popped up.

      

      You have failed the quest ‘Game of Boners!’

      You will not gain any gold or Experience Points.

      

      God damn it.

      I wasn’t going to get a single solitary copper out of this whole clusterfuck…

      Right about then, the Duchess came running over.

      I guess I was a Duchess-fucker, too.

      “YOU – warlock!” she snapped. “You have a great deal to answer for!”

      I struggled to my feet. “Look, I know what we, uh, talked about – ”

      She interrupted in a voice on the edge of hysteria.

      “Talked about?! We didn’t talk about anything! There was no talking of any kind! Certainly no – no – bribe!” she spat.

      “Bribe?!” Urik said in a fake dramatic voice. “What bribe?!”

      I was reminded of the line from the police chief in Casablanca: I am shocked – SHOCKED – to find that gambling is going on in here! (Immediately after which he gets handed his winnings from the casino’s cashier and says, “Oh, thank you very much.”)

      “There was no bribe!” the Duchess shrieked as she turned bright red.

      “I demand an investigation!” Urik cried out.

      I was getting a little sick of his hypocrisy.

      “There wasn’t a bribe,” I said pointedly, “just like you didn’t bribe me, either.”

      The dwarf cleared his throat. “…ahem. Perhaps an investigation isn’t warranted, after all.”

      Now it was the Duchess’s turn to be outraged. She turned on Urik and demanded, “What did you bribe him wi– ”

      “ENOUGH!” Quint roared.

      The Duchess, Urik, and I all jumped.

      Quint stalked towards me slowly from the ranks of his black-robed thugs.

      “You are hereby charged with the unauthorized possession of a dungeon core, warlock – ”

      Quint glared at the Duchess and Urik.

      “ – which is a matter solely under the authority of the Dungeon Guild, and not subject to the whims of any other secular or ecclesiastical authority!”

      Both the Duchess and Urik started to speak, but Quint just bellowed over them, “And the punishment is DEATH! How do you PLEAD?”

      As he said that last part, Quint drew his oversized longsword with a metallic SCCHHHINK!

      Both the Duchess and Urik quickly stepped away from me.

      Didn’t want to be found guilty by association, I guess.

      I swallowed hard as I stared at the gleaming blade. “Uh… not guilty?”

      “Numerous witnesses have said you were wearing the dungeon core in question, and that you used it to impersonate a Grand Inquisitor of the Dungeon Guild, which is also PUNISHABLE BY DEATH!”

      I held up one finger. “To be fair, everybody just assumed I was a Grand Inquisitor. I never said I was.”

      “Yes you did,” said the paladin who had escorted me from the stables. “You said it to me not 20 minutes ago.”

      I gave him an Eat shit and DIE look.

      “So heard and acknowledged!” Quint shouted. “Tell us what has happened to the dungeon core, or the sentence shall be carried out immediately!”

      “I told you, I dropped it in the dungeon!”

      There was another gasp from the court.

      “What?!” I yelled at everybody. “What’s so shocking about that?!”

      “Because, boy,” Quint said with a savage grin, “it is well known that the presence of two dungeon cores in close proximity will cause both of them to go rogue. You have effectively doomed the city of Vos.”

      I stared at him.

      Deek hadn’t seemed to be going crazy.

      Neither had Alaria.

      Except maybe from boredom about her lessons.

      But I couldn’t exactly tell everybody else that, since I would be admitting I hadn’t lost the dungeon core – and I would also be giving away its exact location.

      “As such,” Quint continued, “I and my 200 brothers of the Guild here in Vos shall immediately enter the dungeon and wipe its core from existence.”

      “No!” the Duchess screamed.

      “No!” Urik yelled.

      “HELL TO THE NAW!” a familiar voice boomed out.

      Everyone froze, their eyes wide.

      Even Quint looked around in shock.

      “SHEEEE-IT, MEATBAG,” Deek said, “I LEAVE YOU ALONE FOR AN HOUR, AND LOOK WHAT YOU GONE AND DONE.”

      “It’s not my fault!” I complained.

      “He communes with the dungeon core!” Quint bellowed. “He is controlling the rogue crystal with his warlock powers!”

      “BITCH, PLEASE,” Deek grumbled. “THAT MOTHAFUCKA CAN’T CONTROL SHIT.”

      “Do you hear it mocking you?!” Quint hollered at the Duchess, Urik, and the rest of the court. “It taunts you!”

      “LOOK, YOU UGLY-ASS MOTHAFUCKA, IF I’M TAUNTIN’ ANYBODY, I’M TAUNTIN’ THAT DUMBSHIT OVER THERE. AIN’T GOT NOTHIN’ TO DO WITH YOU.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      “You see?! The warlock is in league with the dungeon core!” Quint shouted. “The penalty for such unnatural communion IS DEATH!”

      Quint heaved his sword over his head.

      Before he could swing it, though, the floor dropped out from under my feet.

      My backside hit a smooth incline of stone just as the marble floor knit itself back together above me. The last thing I heard before the floor sealed up was Quint’s roar of outrage, and then I slid down, down, down into darkness.
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      After what seemed like five minutes of spiraling around on the pitch-black playground slide from hell, a doorway finally opened up and I slid out onto the marble floor of Deek’s grand hall.

      “NEXT TIME I WANT SOMEBODY TO FUCK ALL MY SHIT UP,” the dungeon core said grumpily, “REMIND ME TO SEND YO’ DUMB ASS.”

      “It wasn’t my fault!” I protested as I got dizzily to my feet. Going around in circles for a thousand feet will do a number on your balance, virtual reality or no. “I didn’t know that the real Grand Inquisitor had arrived!”

      “YEAH – MAYBE THAT’S SOMETHIN’ YOU SHOULDA CONSIDERED BEFORE YOU WALTZED IN THERE.”

      “I was trying to fix things so you could remain under the Duchess’s control!” I said angrily, then remembered how I’d gotten notification that I’d failed the quest. “Uh, speaking of which… is there any chance you could pay me the 30,000 anyway?”

      “DID YOU GET ME BACK UNDER THE DUCHESS?”

      “No, but – ”

      “THEN NO GOLD FOR YOU!”

      “Oh, come onnnn – I tried!”

      “TRYIN’ AIN’T DOIN’, MOTHAFUCKA, AND I DON’T PAY FOR ‘TRIED’!”

      I sighed. “Well, do you think you could loan me the 30,000, then?”

      “I’M A DUNGEON, BITCH, NOT A COMMUNITY BANK. I DON’T GIVE LOANS.”

      “Yeah, you and pirates,” I grumbled.

      “WHAT?”

      “Nothing. What are we going to do now?”

      “WE GONNA WAIT FOR ‘EM TILL THEY COME DOWN HERE, AND THEN I’M GONNA KICK THEY ASS. THAT’S WHAT I’M GONNA DO. I GUESS YOU CAN JUST SIT BACK AND WATCH.”

      “How’s Alaria doing? Hey, Alaria!” I called out.

      No answer.

      I looked in a panic over at the tiny crystal propped up next to Deek. “What the fuck?! What’s going on?”

      “CHILL, MOTHAFUCKA, SHE ALRIGHT – SHE JUST CAN’T HEAR YOU RIGHT NOW. WE STARTED THE REUNIFICATION PROCESS WITH HER BODY, THAT’S ALL.”

      I looked over at Alaria’s flesh-and-blood body lying on her back. She looked just as still and blank-eyed as ever.

      “What’s wrong?! She looks exactly the same!”

      “I SAID CHILL, BITCH!”

      “Somebody tell that bitch to chill!” Stig croaked from underneath the table.

      “IT’S A PROCESS, MOTHAFUCKA! THIS AIN’T ‘PUSH A BUTTON ‘N POP OUT A SUCCUBUS’! WE GOTTA BE DELICATE ‘N SHIT.”

      I eyed the two-foot-long purple crystal warily.

      “Uh… I heard something up there I need to ask you about,” I said gingerly.

      “OKAY, SHOOT.”

      “It’s kind of… a delicate matter…”

      “SPIT IT OUT, MOTHAFUCKA! I AIN’T GOT ALL DAY!”

      “They said that if two crystals get together, they turn rogue.”

      “SHIIIIIIT. WHO THE FUCK TOLD YOU THAT?”

      “The Grand Inquisitor.”

      “MOTHERFUCKIN’ FEAR-MONGERIN’ ASSHOLE – AIN’T NO FUCKIN’ CRYSTALS GOIN’ ROGUE JUST CUZ THEY SHACKED UP.”

      “‘Shacked up’?” I asked in disbelief.

      “YEAH, MAN – CRYSTALS LIKE POONANNY, TOO. IT’S JUST, YOU KNOW, CRYSTAL POONANNY. AND IT’S MORE SPIRITUAL ‘N SHIT.”

      My eyebrows shot up in alarm. “What the fuck?!”

      “HAHAHA – CALM THE FUCK DOWN, MEATBAG! I ALREADY TOLD YOU, ALARIA AND ME AIN’T SHACKED UP. IT’S STRICTLY PROFESSIONAL ‘TWEEN US. NO CRYSTAL POONANNNY AT ALL.”

      “Then why would the Grand Inquisitor think you’re going to go insane if she’s down here?”

      “NUMBER ONE, CUZ HE DON’T KNOW SHIT. NUMBER TWO, CUZ GETTIN’ A DUNGEON CORE SOUL BACK IN HER BODY AIN’T EXACTY AN EVERYDAY OCCURRENCE, YOU KNOW WHAT I’M SAYIN’? IT AIN’T EVEN AN EVERY-CENTURY KIND OF OCCURRENCE. BUT WE AIN’T GOIN’ INSANE JUST CUZ WE IN THE SAME DAMN ROOM.”

      “You’re saying that two crystals have never gone insane when they get together?”

      “WELL, FUCK, I AIN’T SAYIN’ IT AIN’T NEVER HAPPENED, BUT THAT SHIT IS RARE. AND WHEN IT DO HAPPEN, IT’S JUSTIFIED. I MEAN, COME ON, YOU AIN’T NEVER BEEN IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH A BATSHIT CRAZY CHICK? THE POONANNY BE BANGIN’ WHEN THEY INSANE, BUT THEY ACTUALLY WILL DRIVE YOU OUT YO’ DAMN MIND.”

      “Bitches be crazy,” Stig piped up.

      “TRUER WORD WAS NEVER SPOKE, L’IL MAN.”

      I looked over in irritation at the table. Stig had dragged himself back to the tabletop and was hitting the bottle again. Likewise, Fugly had slept off his food coma and was starting in on the roast beef.

      I walked over, snatched the bottle away from Stig, and pulled the platter away from Fugly.

      “Hey!” Stig croaked.

      “hhhhh!” Fugly hissed.

      “Guys, we have a whole fuckin’ army coming down here,” I snapped. “I need you sober and able to fly – got it? No more booze or food till the fighting is OVER.”

      “Aw,” Stig complained.

      “meh,” Fugly grunted.

      “YOU NEED TO GET YO’ PANTIES UNTWISTED,” Deek reprimanded. “AIN’T NO FUCKIN’ ARMIES GONNA DO JACK SHIT TO ME.”

      I looked over at Deek in surprise. “The Grand Inquisitor said he had 200 guys!”

      “PSH. I CAN HANDLE ‘EM WITH MY EYES CLOSED. IF I HAD EYES.”

      “Look – ”

      “NO, YOU LOOK. GO ON OVER TO THE FOUNTAIN, FOOL.”

      I scurried over to the basin and looked at the shimmering waters.

      Quint was getting clad in black plate armor by a couple of squires as he yelled at his men. “Today we strike a sword into the heart of this damned dungeon, men! Today we remove another threat from the world! We shall fight and conquer, and you shall have the grateful thanks of every man, woman, and child for a hundred miles!”

      The ‘camera’ panned over the crowd of 200 warriors, mages, and hunters in black as they roared, swords and staffs and bows held high in the air.

      “I SEEN TOUGHER MOTHERFUCKERS’N THESE,” Deek said nonchalantly. “I CAN HANDLE THIS SHIT.”

      “What about the palace guard? What are they doing?”

      The waters shimmered, and suddenly we were looking at the Duchess speaking from a balcony to a courtyard of hundreds of knights and armored foot soldiers.

      “Go to the Courtyard of the Dungeon and turn every adventurer away! WE are going inside the dungeon, and WE are going to reclaim what is rightfully ours! No outside principality shall tell us what to do with our gods-given birthright! I care nothing for the Church, nor for the Dungeon Guild – we are Vos, and the dungeon is OURS!”

      The entire courtyard of knights and palace guards roared in approval, and stampeded out of the castle and towards the coliseum.

      “OKAY… OKAY,” Deek said, though he sounded a little less assured than last time. “THIS AIN’T GOOD, BUT… I CAN TAKE ‘EM. I CAN DEFINITELY TAKE ‘EM.”

      “But what about the Church? What if they come, too?”

      “WHAT, THE HOLY ROLLERS? PFFF, I CAN HANDLE ‘EM,” Deek scoffed. “I COULD FUCK ‘EM UP WITH ONE ARM TIED BEHIND MY BACK. IF I HAD ARMS. BUT LET’S SEE WHAT THE HOLY ROLLERS’RE UP TO JUST FOR SHITS AND GIGGLES.”

      The waters shimmered, and we were looking at the royal stables again. Except now Urik was standing in front of the wooden crate and talking to at least a hundred church paladins and priests as the sun rose above the horizon.

      “You will take it and you will plant it, and it will destroy both the Guild AND the Duchess’s men, after which the church will swoop in and take control – not only of the dungeon, but all of Vos. With her forces wiped out, the Duchess will be vulnerable to a… COMPLETELY unforeseen coup from her advisors,” the dwarf smirked, “at which point we will be FORCED to step in, both for the good of the city and of the Duchess herself.”

      A paladin spoke up hesitantly. “Sir… are you absolutely sure this will work?”

      The dwarf nodded. “The gods are on our side, lieutenant.”

      “But what if we lose control of it? The city could be – ”

      “We WON’T. The men who secured this for us did so at great cost, and they assured me that we will be able to control it.”

      “But sir – ”

      Urik stared down the man coldly. “Are you questioning the gods’ will, lieutenant?”

      “N-no sir… no, I would never – ”

      “Good. Then do as I command. All hail Eternity!”

      The paladins raised their swords into the air. “All hail Eternity!”

      Deek sighed. “FUCKIN’ HOLY ROLLERS DON’T KNOW THEY OWN ASS FROM THEY HEADS. WHAT THE FUCK THEY THINK THEY GONNA DO THAT’S GONNA TAKE OUT THE GUILD AND THE DUCHESS? FUCKIN’ DUMBASS MEATBAG MOTHERFUCKERS…”

      I turned around to face Deek. “They mentioned a backup plan.”

      “NO THEY DIDN’T.”

      “No, not just now. When I first showed up in the stables, they had that same crate there, and they were muttering about a backup plan.”

      “YEAH, WELL, I’D LIKE TO SEE WHAT KIND OF BACKUP PLAN THEY PULL OUT OF THEY – OH SHIT!”

      “What?” I asked, and turned back to the water.

      The paladins had removed the lid on the crate, and two of them were carefully pulling something out of the straw.

      It was a black crystal about as big as Deek. But that was where the resemblance ended.

      This one was cracked and split, and hundreds of other smaller crystals had erupted from the fissure. It almost looked like the thing was covered in crystalline barnacles, or in some sort of glassy fungus.

      “Oh shit – they’ve got their own dungeon core,” I murmured.

      “NOT JUST ANY DUNGEON CORE, MEATBAG. THAT’S A MOTHERFUCKIN’ ROGUE DUNGEON CORE.”

      I stared at the black crystal in shock. “What?! Isn’t that dangerous?!”

      “‘DANGEROUS’ DON’T EVEN BEGIN TO COVER IT. WHAT THEY DOIN’ RIGHT NOW IS LIKE RUBBIN’ RAW MEAT ALL OVER THEY BARE ASSES AND WAVIN’  ‘EM AROUND IN FRONT OF A HUNGRY DRAGON. MOTHERFUCKIN’ IDIOTS.”

      “But… you can handle it, right?” I said hopefully.

      “NO, WE FUCKED.”

      I turned and stared at the big crystal. “What?!”

      “YEAH, WE FUCKED, MOTHAFUCKA. WE FUCKED SO HARD WE GOT DICKS COMIN’ OUTTA OUR EARS. IF I HAD EARS.”

      “But you said you could handle those other guys!”

      “YEAH, BUT THAT’S A MOTHERFUCKIN’ ROGUE DUNGEON CORE! THAT BITCH DON’T PLAY! IT’S FUCKIN’ INSANE, AND IT’S AS BIG AS ME, WHICH MEANS IT’S PROBABLY AS POWERFUL AS ME! I MIGHTA BEEN ABLE TO TAKE IT WITH NOTHIN’ ELSE GOIN’ ON, BUT I CAN’T HANDLE IT AND A COUPLA HUNDRED GUILD MOTHERFUCKERS AND THE DUCHESS’S DICKHEADS! I CAN FIGHT A WAR ON TWO FRONTS, BUT NOT ON THREE! MAN, DIS SHIT IS FUCKED UP.”

      “What’re we gonna do?” I asked frantically.

      “I KINDA BEEN WONDERIN’ THAT MYSELF…”

      I looked over at Alaria’s body lying on the ground. “You’ve got to get Alaria back in her body!”

      “I’M WORKIN’ ON IT!”

      “No, I mean now!”

      “IT DON’T WORK LIKE THAT! I TOLD YOU, IT’S A PROCESS!”

      “Then stop the process and we’ll pick it up later!”

      “WE CAN’T STOP NOW, MOTHAFUCKA! THIS AIN’T LIKE MAKIN’ A FUCKIN’ SALAD! YOU CAN’T CHOP A FEW VEGETABLES AN’ COME BACK A COUPLA HOURS LATER TO FINISH IT OFF! THIS IS BAKIN’ A MOTHERFUCKIN’ CAKE! ONCE THAT BITCH IS IN THE OVEN, YOU AIN’T PULLIN’ IT OUT UNLESS YOU WANT IT COLLAPSIN’ ON YO’ ASS! AND I KNOW YOU DON’T WANT ALARIA’S SOUL COLLAPSIN’ ON YO’ ASS!”

      “But we have to get her out of here!”

      “NAW, WE GONNA STAND OUR GROUND AND FIGURE OUT WHAT THE FUCK WE GONNA DO TILL THE SPELL IS FINISHED, THAT’S WHAT WE GONNA DO.”

      I paced back and forth in a frenzy. I’d lost her once – I wasn’t about to go through that again. It would kill me, I was sure of it.

      I stopped and turned to the crystal. “Get her back in her body and I’ll get you out of here. I promise.”

      “I APPRECIATE THAT, DAWG, I REALLY DO, BUT YOU GOTTA LISTEN TO WHAT I’M SAYIN’: WE CAN’T MOVE HER, AND I CAN’T MOVE, EITHER, TILL IT’S DONE. WHATEVER MOTHAFUCKIN’ STORM’S COMIN’ OUR WAY, WE GOTTA WEATHER THAT SHIT TILL SHE’S BACK IN HER BODY. THEN WE CAN TALK ABOUT OUR OPTIONS.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “WHATEVER GODS YOU PRAY TO, BEST START PRAYIN’, MOTHAFUCKA.”

      “Can’t you speed up the process some way?”

      “WELL, I MEAN, I COULD, BUT – ”

      “How?”

      “I’D HAFTA DEVOTE EVERY SINGLE MOTHAFUCKIN’ BIT OF MY CONSCIOUSNESS TO MOVIN’ HER SPELL ALONG, THAT’S HOW.”

      “So do that!”

      “AIN’T YOU BEEN PAYIN’ ATTENTION, BITCH?! I’M ABOUT TO FIGHT THREE MOTHERFUCKIN’ WARS AT THE SAME MOTHERFUCKIN’ TIME, AN’ ONE OF ‘EM’S WITH A DAMN ROGUE DUNGEON! SHIIIIIIT.”

      Yeah, okay, that was a problem.

      My brain was spinning frantically, searching for a solution. “Do your controls – I mean, do your spells work like Alaria’s?”

      “YEAH, SO?”

      “So I’ve seen her spells. I was able to work them, so I should be able to work yours, too.”

      “WHOA. HOLD ON THERE, MEATBAG. IT DON’T WORK LIKE THAT.”

      “But you just said – ”

      “SHE A BABY DUNGEON, MOTHAFUCKA! OKAY, I GUESS SHE’S MORE LIKE A TODDLER DUNGEON NOW, BUT I’M 500 MOTHAFUCKIN’ YEARS OLD! YOU KNOW HOW MANY CREATURES SHE GOT BOUND TO HER RIGHT NOW? EIGHT. YOU KNOW HOW MANY I GOT? 210,578. YEAH. I GOT 450 DIFFERENT RACES UP IN HERE, BITCH. FUCK, I GOT 17 DIFFERENT VARIETIES OF HOBGOBLINS ALONE.”

      “How long’s it going to take you to transfer over Alaria’s soul at the current rate?”

      “TWO HOURS, GIVE OR TAKE.”

      “How long if you devoted ALL your attention to it?”

      Deek sighed. “THIRTY MINUTES. MAYBE LESS.”

      “You think you can hold out two hours against three armies?”

      “I DON’T KNOW, BUT YOU SURE AS FUCK CAN’T HOLD OUT FIVE MINUTES, I KNOW THAT MUCH.”

      “I can do this,” I said fervently. “I can figure it out. I know I can. And if we’re going to do the handoff, we need to do it now so I can get used to the spells. You don’t want to throw me into the middle of it after the fighting starts.”

      Silence from Deek.

      I prayed to the videogame gods that I’d said all the right things and hadn’t offended him.

      I started to panic and was on the verge of saying more, when he muttered, “…ALRIGHT.”

      “What?”

      “‘ALRIGHT,’ MOTHAFUCKA, I SAID ALRIGHT!” he yelled crossly.

      “You’re serious?!” I cried out, overjoyed.

      “AM I SERIOUS – YES I’M SERIOUS, OR I WOULDN’T ‘A FUCKIN’ SAID IT! BUT DAMNED IF I KNOW WHY THE FUCK I’M DOIN’ THIS…”

      “Because it’s going to work.”

      “YEAH, RIGHT.”

      “It’s the only way. You know it is.”

      Deek sighed. “I OUGHTA HAVE MY MOTHAFUCKIN’ HEAD EXAMINED FOR DOIN’ THIS SHIT.”

      A long pause.

      “IF I HAD A HEAD.”
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      I touched the surface of Deek’s crystal, there was a flash of light, and suddenly everything changed.

      For one, I had a God’s-eye view of the dungeon. It appeared in front of me like a dollhouse – or more accurately, like a series of doll-sized, underground bunkers.

      For the first time, I understood the structure of the overall dungeon. It was arranged like a four-leaf clover, if the petals were diamond-shaped and if somebody had punched out the middle of each petal.

      All four quadrants – the slime dungeon to the south, the skeleton dungeon to the east, the creature dungeon to the north, and the elemental dungeon to the west – joined together at a central point on the very top floor: the entrance area with the graveyard. Basically, one tip of each diamond shape touched that central room, and every quadrant had an empty atrium filled with wyverns – which, in GodMode, looked like gnats swarming inside an empty rectangular box.

      That was cool enough, seeing Deek’s handiwork laid out like the baddest-ass gaming miniature set ever. But what was even wilder were all the menus.

      Holy shit were there menus.

      The biggest one by far was the one for minions. Each dungeon had its own tab, and each tab had anywhere from a couple dozen to a couple hundred icons underneath it.

      The slime mold, skeleton, and elemental dungeons were fairly simple. I mean, how many different varieties of slime mold could you have, anyway?

      More than you’d think, actually. There were acid slime molds, suffocating slime molds, jumping slime molds, ones that could shoot out hundred-foot-long pseudopods, ones that could incorporate swords and daggers into their outer layers, ones that could eject spores that turned into deadly, fast-moving blobs – you get the idea.

      But the slime molds paled in comparison to the diversity of the creature dungeon. There were literally hundreds of different races, including everything I’d already seen on the first 20 floors of the dungeon: centaurs, fauns, gryphons, gorgons, ents, chimeras, banshees, hobgoblins, golems, fairies, pixies, pucks, gremlins – along with all the other creatures I’d seen when I first entered Deek’s throne room. And even then there were dozens of additional races I hadn’t encountered yet.

      Selecting an icon brought up a submenu of all the members of that race. There were options to bind, resurrect, and place them throughout the different floors.

      Not only that, but there was a separate submenu entirely for building. There was both an AutoCAD 3-D free-draw system, and a submenu filled with pre-visualized structures. Doorways, arches, walls, fountains, tunnels, windows, mezzanines, balconies, alcoves, trapdoors, pits, rock outcroppings, boulders, stalactites, stalagmites, rivers, waterfalls, springs… if I’d seen it during my time in the dungeon, it was on the list.

      There was also a submenu for video feeds. Three windows were already up: one of the Duchess, one of Quint, and one of Urik. There were preset options for seeing Vos from the air, along with controls to zoom in or out.

      A little digging in the menu revealed a gigantic database of video clips I could call up at will. I realized that these video clips were the ‘memories’ that Deek had projected onto the pool of water.

      I just stared in giddy wonder at the complexity of it all.

      If God were a gamer, this was the interface He would create.

      Suddenly Deek’s voice interrupted my blissed-out reverie. Except I heard him like a voice in my head, the same way Alaria had been speaking to me in her crystal form.

      - YO, MEATBAG – YOU GONNA DO SOMETHIN’, OR YOU JUST GONNA SIT AROUND ALL DAY TUGGIN’ AT YO’ DANGLY BITS?

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said hurriedly, and set about my business.

      First I had to find out where Quint and the palace guard were so that I knew how much time I had.

      I could see Quint on the video screen, but I had no idea where he actually was, other than he wasn’t in the dungeon yet.

      I zoomed out from my current view. The four underground quadrants shrank in size, and suddenly the city of Vos appeared above them like the coolest miniature trainset landscape ever.

      There was the castle, the marketplace, the city walls, and more. Hundreds of little black dots were swarming through the streets towards the miniature coliseum, which was no bigger than a doughnut.

      Hundreds more red dots were converging on the coliseum, too, from another direction. I zoomed in and saw that it was the palace guard. I selected one of the leaders, and a submenu allowed me to pull up a video feed focused solely on him.

      The palace guard had entered the coliseum and were shoving adventurers out of their way left and right as they made their way to the stone hut entrance.

      “Shit,” I muttered. I didn’t have much time.

      I zoomed back into the dungeon and began playing with the controls. I tried to move creatures from one floor to another, and realized I had to activate the stone slide shortcut so they could move from floor to floor quickly. I couldn’t just magically transport them – or if I could, I had no idea how.

      I accessed the Build menu and created a few tunnels and trap-door pits, then experimented with reversing my actions. There was an ‘Undo’ function – but I also made sure I knew how to physically fill in the tunnels with more stone and seal up the pits.

      That might come in handy… leading Quint and his men down a newly created tunnel, then sealing them inside…

      Once I selected an option, the event would unfold automatically – which was awesome. It meant I could hit the icons for 1, 2, 3, 4 menu actions, then move on to 5, 6, 7, and 8 while the first four were being executed.

      A commotion in one of the video windows drew my attention.

      Outside the stone hut, Quint and his Guild members had come face to face with the palace guard. I could see each group in different videos, like multiple angles of the same security footage.

      “This dungeon is under the authority of the Dungeon Guild!” Quint roared onscreen.

      “This dungeon remains the property of the Duchess of Vos – now stand aside!” the captain of the guard shouted back.

      For a second I hoped that they would slaughter each other a la Shyvock and Orlo, and save me a whole lot of trouble.

      No such luck.

      Quint gave a crafty grin. “This dungeon is big enough that it will take our combined efforts, Captain. I understand there are four separate quadrants to this beast. I propose your men enter one, and mine will enter another – and may the gods choose the victor.”

      The captain hesitated. His only other option was to fight the Guild and potentially lose all his men before even stepping foot in the dungeon – but I could tell he was wondering if it was some sort of trick.

      Quint must have anticipated that, because he stepped aside and gestured to the hut. “Your men can enter first, if you like. Or we can go in your stead.”

      “We shall go first,” the captain snarled. “But know that if you try to double-cross us – ”

      “I swear by the gods that you shall have safe passage into the dungeon, and neither I nor my men shall touch you while you are inside. Other than that, though, Captain, you’re at the mercy of the beast.”

      “Very well – I swear the same.” The captain turned back to his men. “FORWARD!”

      Quint and the Guild watched in silence as the palace guard tromped past them into the hut.

      Shit.

      “Here they come!” I called out.

      - GOOD GODS A’MIGHTY, Deek muttered.

      “How’s it going with Alaria?” I called out.

      - IT’S GOIN’, IT’S GOIN’! YOU DO YOUR THING, MEATBAG, AN’ LEMME DO MINE! AND DON’T GET US ALL FUCKIN’ KILLED, Y’HEAR?

      With those wonderful words of encouragement, I turned my attention to battle.

      The palace guard had chosen the slime mold quadrant. I watched on both the video screen and on the diagram of the dungeon as they entered the first floor.

      The video view was pretty standard, but the miniature was way cooler. I zoomed in so that I could see the entire first floor, and watched little grape-sized slime molds congregate and attack the inch-tall toy soldiers of the palace guard.

      I heard the clang of steel from the video monitors, and watched the little red figures wipe out the green blobs with ease.

      Shit.

      I supposed I could resurrect the slime molds, but the truth was, they were trash mobs. Entry-level obstacles, nothing more. The palace guard was going to go through the first 20 floors with relative ease. They would probably kill everything in their path without suffering any casualties –

      Suddenly it hit me.

      Why the fuck did I have to make it easy on them for the first 20 floors?

      I started opening submenus and clicking icons wildly.

      - WHAT DA FUCK YOU DOIN’, MEATBAG? Deek’s voice boomed inside my head.

      “Moving all the bosses up to Level 2,” I said gleefully.

      - WHY YOU DOIN’ TH– OHHHHH, Deek said as he got it. YOU JUST GONNA IGNORE CONVENTION AND FUCK ‘EM HARD AS YOU CAN AS SOON AS YOU CAN, HUH?

      “There’s no rules that say I can’t put ALL the bosses on floor number 2, is there?” I asked.

      - NOPE. NORMALLY WE DO IT ALL GRADUAL-LIKE, CUZ A SURE SIGN OF A ROGUE DUNGEON IS THEY PUT CRAZY-HARD SHIT WILLY NILLY EVERYWHERE. THE REST OF US DON’T WANT THE GUILD ON OUR ASS, SO WE RAMP UP THE DIFFICULTY BIT BY BIT. BUT THE GUILD’S ALREADY ON MY ASS, SO FUCK ‘EM. SPEAKIN’ OF ROGUE DUNGEONS, WHAT’S GOIN’ ON WITH THE MIDGET AND THE CRYSTAL?

      Oh shit. I’d totally forgotten about that.

      “Hold on, let me set up the dungeon for the Guild and then I’ll find out.”

      - FIND OUT?! WHAT THE HELL YOU MEAN, ‘FIND OUT’? WHY THE HELL DON’T YOU ALREADY KNOW?

      “Cut me some slack, I’m just getting the hang of this,” I snarled.

      Quint and the Guild had chosen the skeleton dungeon, and were cutting through the first wave of skeleton warriors like a blowtorch through butter.

      I moved every single skeleton boss to Floor 2 – and, just for good measure, I started moving all the elemental bosses to Floor 3.

      Fuck ‘em hard as soon as possible, just like Deek said.

      However, I held off on moving all the mythical creatures like the centaurs and harpies. I figured the Guild would be better than the palace guard at clearing a dungeon, since that was what the Guild did day in, day out. But I didn’t know for sure. Once I had seen how both armies handled themselves, I would throw the mythical creatures at the stronger of the two.

      - BE CAREFUL, MEATBAG, Deek cautioned me. ANOTHER REASON I LIKE TO SPACE EVERYBODY OUT IS SO YOU DON’T GO LEAVIN’ UNPROTECTED GAPS WHERE SOMEBODY CAN SLIP THROUGH TEN FLOORS WITHOUT DOIN’ SHIT.

      “You do your thing with Alaria and let me do mine,” I said, throwing his words right back in his face.

      Well, if he had a face.

      - OH, IT’S LIKE THAT, HUH? OKAY. OKAY. YOU DO YOU, MEATBAG – JUST DON’T FUCK MY SHIT UP.

      Then he muttered to himself under his breath, SONUVABITCH HANDLIN’ MY FUCKIN’ DUNGEON, SAYIN’ ‘LET ME DO MY THING’ LIKE HE OWN THE DAMN PLACE… THAT’S SOME MOTHERFUCKIN’ PRESUMPTUOUS BULLSHIT RIGHT THERE…

      I ignored Deek. I had too much on my plate to worry about his precious little feelings right now.

      I zoomed out and searched for Urik, thinking I would find him with the rogue dungeon core. To my surprise, the dwarf was alone in the stables. His men, meanwhile, were rushing towards the coliseum, a stream of tiny blue dots racing through the miniature city’s streets.

      Great – ANOTHER army to worry about.

      But where the hell was the crystal?

      I was about to zoom in when I noticed something out of the corner of my eye.

      On the edge of the model of Vos, five blue dots were gathered outside the city walls. I zoomed in on them until they were the size of plastic toy soldiers.

      One of the tiny figures was holding a rice-grain-sized shard that glowed like a blacklight.

      Bingo.

      I opened a video feed and was greeted with the sight of four church paladins standing in a circle, watching as a priest laid the black crystal in a hastily dug hole.

      The priest stepped back.

      All the paladins raised their swords and tensed up as…

      …absolutely nothing happened.

      After 20 more seconds of staring at the crystal, one of the knights asked, “Are we supposed to do something? Say a prayer, or…?”

      “We’re not going to pray to THAT thing, you heretical fool!” another one snapped.

      “I’m not saying we pray to IT, you heathen dog! I’m suggesting we petition the gods for their – ”

      Suddenly the darkness inside the crystal began to swirl and spark, like miniature thunderclouds trapped behind glass.

      “Look!” one of the other paladins cried out. “I think something’s hap– ”

      He hadn’t even finished his sentence when the dirt beneath the crystal collapsed and the dungeon core disappeared into the ground.

      In the blink of an eye, it was gone.

      The paladins stared at the hole in shock.

      “Was it supposed to do that?”

      “I don’t know. I assume so.”

      They stood around for another few seconds, waiting.

      Nothing happened.

      “Wonderful, so it just disappeared?” one knight complained. “How are we supposed to keep an eye on it if – AAAAAH!”

      A sinkhole rapidly formed in the middle of the group, and the ground collapsed in an ever-widening circle with the black hole at its center.

      The four paladins scrambled backwards quickly enough to avoid falling in.

      Unfortunately for the priest, he did not. Instead, he slid down the slope of crumbling dirt.

      I saw this nature documentary as a kid about an insect called an antlion. The larval form builds traps in the sand – steep-edged pits that they can cave in at will. Ants wander by and accidentally tumble down the steep slope, and the antlion is waiting for it at the bottom.

      That’s exactly what happened with the priest, except there was no creepy insect larva waiting for him at the bottom – only a dark hole.

      He screamed all the way down, scrabbling with his hands to hang on to something, but the earth gave way that much faster beneath his fingers. His screams only stopped when he disappeared down the hole.

      The paladins stared at the sinkhole in disbelief.

      “Well… THAT was clearly unfortunate,” one of them said in a dazed voice.

      “We must rescue him!” the youngest knight cried out.

      “HOW, you fool? Go down there and you’ll suffer the same fate as HIM!”

      “Quiet – do you hear that?”

      Ever watched the 1953 version of War of the Worlds? Remember that sound when the alien spacecraft first pokes out its probe and looks around? It’s this evil ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch… ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch noise, like a bunch of cicadas from Hell.

      Well, a very similar sound was coming out of the black hole at the center of the pit.

      I recognized the sound effect right away, and yet it was still creepy. I mean, I could intellectually write it off as There go the game designers again, ripping off an old sci-fi sound effect, but it still made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      But these NPCs had never heard anything like it before, and it showed.

      “By Karoth’s crown, what is THAT?”

      No one got the chance to answer, because two massive black tentacles erupted from the hole.

      They were slimy and covered with suckers, just like a giant squid’s – and they wrapped around the two nearest paladins and pulled them down into the pit.

      The two men screamed until they were swallowed up by the hole.

      “Zaroth’s blood!” one of the remaining paladins screamed, and turned to run –

      But a blast of black lightning arced out of the hole and struck him in the back.

      By the time he hit the ground, he was little more than a smoking corpse in a scorched suit of armor.

      The final paladin was even unluckier. The ground gave way beneath his feet, and he slid feet first into the pit – just like an ant in an antlion’s trap.

      He managed to grab onto some grass at the rim of the sinkhole, though. He was barely hanging on when there came a crack-pop-POPPING sound from below.

      The paladin looked over his shoulder in terror and saw something even worse than the tentacles: the priest was clawing his way out of the hole at the center of the pit.

      But something was wrong with him.

      His face was misshapen, like it had been crushed on one side. His jaw hung way too loose. His eyes looked glassily in different directions, and there were bumps big as marbles moving beneath his skin.

      When he opened his mouth, it got even more nightmarish.

      “hUmAAANNN,” the priest gargled in an inhuman voice.

      The priest dug his fingers into the dirt and began to climb up the side of the sinkhole.

      “NO! GO AWAY!” the paladin screamed. He kicked his legs and tried to get a footing on the shifting slope, but failed.

      He began half chanting, half blubbering, “Holy Mother Eramia, sister of morning, daughter of grace, protect me from evil – ”

      “hUmAAANNN!” the priest rasped, and suddenly rose up into the air.

      Well… part of him did, anyway.

      I recoiled in horror as I realized it was only the upper half of the priest’s body. The rest of him had been ripped off at the waist, and now the tentacle was manipulating what remained of his corpse like a puppet.

      I can’t begin to convey the full wrongness of the scene. When you see the upper half of a dead guy with a giant squid’s arm shoved up his body cavity, his arms and head still moving around, and weird bumps pulsing under his skin, it’s enough to give you fucking nightmares.

      Especially when the tentacle began to ooze out of the priest’s open mouth like an anaconda.

      It had pierced him all the way through, from his gut cavity up through his head.

      The priest-puppet rose up into the air, weaving back and forth on the rippling black tentacle – and then the corpse flopped forward, grabbed the paladin’s legs, and pulled him down the side of the sinkhole.

      “NOOOOOO!” the paladin screamed as the tentacle and priest-puppet disappeared into the black hole, dragging him along with them. “NO, PLEASE, NOOOOO – ”

      His screams were cut short as the walls of the sinkhole collapsed on top of him, choking off his cries and burying him alive.

      I shut off the video and stood there trembling. I knew it was just an NPC, but still…

      “Jesus,” I whispered.

      - WHAT’S WRONG? Deek’s voice boomed inside my head.

      I flinched, startled by his voice. “I just saw the Rogue Dungeon in action.”

      - SOME FUCKED UP SHIT, AIN’T IT?

      “Yes. Yes it is.”

      - WHO’S JESUS?

      “What?”

      - YOU SAID ‘JESUS.’ WHO’S JESUS?

      “Uh… well, back where I come from, some people believe he’s God.”

      - WHICH ONE?

      “Which what?”

      - WHICH GOD?

      I thought about answering, then decided to pass. “…never mind.”

      - YEAH, WELL, IF HE SMART, JESUS DON’T FUCK WIT’ ROGUE DUNGEONS.

      I was beginning to see what Deek meant.

      And why Quint’s monologue about being trapped in a rogue dungeon hadn’t just been a rip-off of a famous speech.

      It might just be a horrifying preview of things to come.
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      Speaking of Quint, I checked back in to see how everybody’s favorite Grand Inquisitor was faring.

      Turned out, waaaaay better than I’d anticipated.

      He and his black-robed warriors, hunters, and mages were obviously adept at clearing dungeons. They’d formed into small platoons that took on individual bosses, then moved on to the next monster after they’d killed the first.

      I hadn’t noticed the black-clad shamans and priests earlier, but there were plenty of them – one for each platoon. They healed their comrades’ damage as fast as the bosses could dish it out.

      As far as I could see, the Guild had taken next to no casualties, and yet they’d completely destroyed every skeleton boss in the dungeon.

      Now Quint and his men were advancing to the next floor, where the elemental spirits awaited.

      “Shit,” I muttered as I hastily resurrected all the skeletons and placed them in ranks behind the fire, water, earth, and air monsters. I was just about to add in the mythological creatures too, when I figured I ought to check on the palace guard first.

      Not doing nearly as well as the Dungeon Guild.

      In fact, they were getting slaughtered.

      The slime mold bosses were dispatching the soldiers in a multitude of disturbing ways. A dozen guards were impaled on the rusted swords used by some slime molds as a carapace. Other creatures clung to the ceiling and launched pseudopods to engulf the men’s faces, then lifted them flailing up into the air.

      But most of the giant amoebas were absorbing the soldiers one by one.

      Over and over again, I saw desperate men submerged to their waists in green jelly, screaming in panic as they were slowly engulfed.

      Most of the slime molds contained dead bodies – and some not-so-dead bodies. Soldiers thrashed frantically within the gelatinous ooze, trying to claw their way out of the translucent green protoplasm.

      They failed. Their final exhalations were trapped like bubbles in amber, and then their bodies ceased moving as the slime molds began to slowly digest them.

      Ugh.

      One bright spot, though: no need to allocate the mythical creatures to the palace guard. They would get wiped out soon enough.

      But I needed to deal with Quint now, before the Rogue Dungeon showed up.

      When that would happen or what it would look like, I had no idea – but I wanted to neutralize Quint before we reached that point.

      Easier said than done.

      I zoomed back over to Quint and found him and his men beating the shit out of the elementals.

      “Throw your worst at us, dungeon!” Quint howled with glee, his face drenched with sweat beneath his black helm, his eyes shining crazily. “It’ll make my victory all the sweeter when I send your soul back to Hell where it belongs!”

      Jesus. He was just a little too into this.

      The newly resurrected skeleton bosses hadn’t even had an opportunity to move in yet, the dungeon floor was so crowded with elementals – although the elementals’ front line was disappearing at a furious pace in bursts of fire, puffs of steam, splashes of water, and crumbling piles of earth.

      Fuck it.

      Time to start playing dirty.

      First I sent all the wyverns to the top of the atrium and had them attack the Guild through the windows. The flying velociraptors got a few Guild members that way, though I lost five times as many wyverns in the process.

      In the meantime, I ordered all the mythical creatures up to Floor 4. It would take them several minutes to get up there, but once Quint had hacked his way through the elementals and the skeletons, he would have to face off against a multitude of gryphons, centaurs, harpies, and gorgons. And then even more resurrected elementals and skeletons.

      If I couldn’t kill the Guild all at once, maybe I could slow them down until Deek finished with Alaria and could take back control.

      Speaking of which –

      “Deek?” I called out.

      No answer.

      “DEEK?!”

      Silence.

      Shit.

      I was on my own.

      I mentally cracked my knuckles and set my mind to work.

      Time to get my ‘Cask of Amontillado’ on.

      I entered Design Mode and began to cut tunnels into the walls of the dungeon. I was hoping that the Guild would enter them, and then I could just seal them up alive –

      like that paladin in the sinkhole

      My stomach turned at the memory. I began to worry about what would happen when the Rogue Dungeon broke through –

      Stop it! I told myself. Focus!

      I pushed all thoughts of the Rogue Core out of my mind, and continued to construct my dead-end tunnels.

      Unfortunately, the layout of the first few floors was way too regular and standardized for my haphazard traps to fool Quint.

      “Ignore anything but the main corridor, men!” he yelled. “Head for the monsters – that’s the way through!”

      Dammit, he was right. All they had to do was keep to the bosses, and the Guild would bypass all my traps by default.

      I considered trying to create a fake pathway and put a bunch of monsters there, but decided against it. Too time-consuming.

      Instead I started laying down pits and trap doors – dozens of them, side by side in multiple rows, an impassable Maginot Line of certain death.

      Didn’t matter. As soon as Quint’s frost mages saw them, they cast ice bridges across the pits so the troops could pass over safely.

      SHIT.

      I started building walls to stop the Guild’s forward progression, but the warriors just slammed them with their war hammers, the hunters blasted them with explosive-tipped arrows, and the mages obliterated them with magical spells.

      FUCK!

      Nothing I was doing was slowing down the Guild. Not enough, anyway.

      And then… then the entire dungeon shook with an unearthly, subterranean scream.

      The Rogue Dungeon.

      It was coming.

      I actually flinched the tiniest bit.

      I wasn’t the only one. No matter how badass the Guild Members were, every last one of them paused for a second and looked around in fear.

      Everyone but Quint.

      “Ignore it, men!” he yelled as he hacked his way through a fire spirit. “Our path is forward! Disregard everything else!”

      I figured I should check just how close the Rogue Dungeon was, so I zoomed out until I could see all four underground quadrants.

      Except… there weren’t four quadrants anymore.

      I stared in disbelief at what I was seeing.

      Deek’s dungeon layout had been an orderly, symmetrical pattern of four structures.

      But two of those structures had been absorbed into…

      …a thing.

      It looked like an amorphous blob made of empty space, with tendrils reaching through the earth like roots growing in time-lapse photography.

      More than anything, it looked like a tumor. Like a cancerous, pulsing mass growing at an astounding rate.

      And it was absorbing everything in its path.

      I zoomed into the slime mold dungeon to see what had happened –

      But the slime mold dungeon was gone.

      Instead I found a twisting labyrinth of nigh impassable tunnels curling in every direction – up, down, sideways, around and around.

      The tunnels were dark, but in the shadows I could see things… nightmares scuttling about. The air was filled with their squealing, chittering, skin-crawling shrieks.

      I thought I saw something faintly recognizable, though. A glint of armor, a few human shapes.

      I zoomed in and used a Light spell from the menu –

      And immediately wished I hadn’t.

      The remaining members of the palace guard were being feasted upon.

      Black, fungal shapes slowly crept up their bodies.

      Tiny, vicious insects swarmed through the joints of their armor.

      And slimy tentacles slowly pierced the men’s bodies – their mouths, their eye sockets, their ears, and god knows where else.

      The worst thing of all?

      The men were still alive.

      The ones with unchoked mouths screamed in unrelenting horror.

      The ones with eyes still left to see looked around in terror, their minds pushed beyond the edge of sanity.

      And all of them waited to die while slowly being violated by all the horrors of Hell.

      JESUS.

      I immediately shut off the video feed.

      Shit – this was above my fuckin’ paygrade.

      “DEEEEK!” I yelled, panicked.

      No answer.

      Shit, shit, SHIT –

      I zoomed out even more to see just how big the Rogue Dungeon was.

      Apparently the crystal had sunk hundreds of feet into the earth before it started to grow. It was mostly extending outwards, towards Deek’s orderly dungeon –

      But it was also growing upwards.

      Towards Vos.

      I could actually see it metastasizing in fast forward, boiling up through the ground.

      Within minutes, it would break through the streets of Vos – and kill every man, woman, and child in the city.

      FUCK.

      I knew they were all NPCs. I knew I shouldn’t even bother, not when Alaria and Deek were in danger –

      But everything I’d seen the palace guard suffer?

      There was no way in hell I wanted that to happen to women and children, NPCs or not. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for weeks if I didn’t try to save them.

      I have to get someone up to the Duchess and tell her to evacuate Vos!

      I zoomed in on the lowest floor of the dungeon – Deek’s throne room. It looked like a Renaissance dollhouse decked out with paintings and statues.

      Suddenly I had an out-of-body experience as I viewed my own body posed like an action figure in a playset.

      There I stood – only two inches tall, my outstretched arm touching Deek’s tiny purple shard. Next to him on the pedestal, Alaria’s pink crystal looked like a grain of sand.

      A few feet away lay Alaria’s flesh-and-blood body, unmoving on the stone floor.

      Damn, she looked insanely hot even in miniature…

      Stig and Fugly sat on the ground looking at the two-inch-tall version of me, though I couldn’t tell much more than that because they were both the size of marbles.

      I could send Fugly up to the Duchess – he can fly –

      Shit, no, that won’t work. He can’t do anything but grunt, and she won’t listen to a fucking gargoyle, anyway…

      Then something caught my eye.

      Up above the toy-sized still life, a tiny yellow spark darted through the air.

      Wylla!

      SHE might be able to pull it off!

      “Guys!” I shouted. “Can you hear me?”

      The two marble-sized figures on the ground jerked around in surprise.

      - Boss? Stig’s voice croaked inside my head.

      “Yes! Wylla, can you hear me?”

      - Oh no, the Big Thing is inside my head! the Marilyn Monroe voice whimpered.

      “Wylla, this is important – you have to go up to the surface and warn the Duchess that a Rogue Dungeon is about to destroy the city! She has to evacuate everyone! Do you understand?”

      - But I can’t leave Mistress –

      “DO IT NOW, or Mistress is going to DIE!” I lied. Or at least I hoped I was lying. “She’s going to die like everyone up in Vos unless you do what I say! Do you understand?!”

      - Yes! the fairy whimpered. But how does I get up there?

      I thought about opening up the stone slide that led to the first floor, then decided now was not the time for following rules.

      Instead I zoomed out until I could see Vos sitting atop the dungeon like a LEGO set. I figured out where the castle was and drew a tunnel all the way up to the Duchess’s bedroom – a straight line through a thousand feet of rock.

      As soon as I hit the ‘Dig’ icon, stone and earth crumbled away, leaving a shaft in the ceiling of Deek’s throne room.

      “Go up there and find her, NOW!”

      Wylla took off like a shot into the dark tunnel.

      Suddenly the entire dungeon shook with another booming, rumbling howl.

      “Stig and Fugly – get ready, shit’s about to get real!” I barked.

      - Great, Stig muttered.

      I ignored him and zoomed out to find Quint.

      The Guild was still making their way through the dungeon. They had carved their way through the elementals and skeletons, and were now battling the ranks of mythical creatures.

      Then the Rogue Dungeon suddenly burst through.

      The stone walls split open like an infected wound, and nightmares poured out.

      The first wave looked like the xenomorphs from Alien, if H.R. Giger had decided to make his creation out of gangrenous flesh.

      Behind them were gigantic blobs of Lovecraftian horror – asymmetric, writhing balls of tentacles, headless mouths filled with fangs, eyeballs on stalks, and obscene orifices that sucked and gasped and howled.

      And underneath them all, thousands of tiny insect monstrosities crawled over the ceiling and floor like an undulating, pulsing carpet. The air filled with the sound of hell-born locusts: ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch… ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch…

      Every single one of Deek’s mythical creatures took one look and fled in the opposite direction.

      So did a few of the black-robed Guild.

      Not Quint.

      “HOLD, you cowardly sons of bitches!” he roared as the gangrenous xenomorphs raced towards him. “This is the moment you trained for! FIGHT LIKE MEN, AND TO HELL WITH THE COWARDS!”

      Despite their fear, the Guild rallied with a roar, and raced headlong into the fray.

      I didn’t have time or the stomach to watch.

      Instead I brought up the video screen of the Duchess.

      She was alone in her bedroom, pacing back and forth nervously in the morning light, when a bright spark flew in front of her face and startled her.

      “What in Darath’s name – ?”

      “Hello, Big Thing Lady!” Wylla squeaked as she flew around the Duchess’s head. “I has flown up here to tell you there’s a Big Ugly comin’, so you has to get all the people out of your city before it eats ‘em!”

      The Duchess’s head whipped around, trying to follow the frenetic little spark zipping through the air. “What on earth are you talking about?!”

      “I just told you – a Big Ugly is abouts to eat you and everybody else! I gotta warn you so I can save my Mistress!”

      The Duchess reached out for the nearest handy object – an iron poker from the fireplace – and began swiping it through the air like a baseball bat. “Get out of here, you talking insect!”

      “Aaaaah!” Wylla screeched as she zipped out of the way. “Why you trying to hurt Wylla, when all I want is to save you from the Big Ugly?!”

      Okay, this was not going as planned.

      In desperation, I shouted out, “Duchess!”

      She stopped swinging the poker and looked around her in shock. “…is that YOU, imposter?!”

      Dammit – if I had known that simply talking out loud would work, I wouldn’t have bothered to send Wylla.

      “You have to evacuate the city!” I yelled. “A Rogue Dungeon is about to break through the streets of Vos and kill everyone!”

      The Duchess frowned and continued to look around in the air. “Where are you?! How is it that I can HEAR you but not SEE you?!”

      “NEVER MIND THAT! You have to evacuate the city!”

      “I’ll not fall for your tricks again, imposter!” the Duchess snarled. “To the Seven Hells with you and your lies!”

      “This isn’t a lie! The Rogue Dungeon – ”

      “Quintus Deathlock is a fool! The dungeon has been stable for generations – it’s not a rogue!”

      “IT’S not, but Urik planted another dungeon core that IS! And it’s about to destroy Vos!”

      A look of panic crossed the Duchess’s face – but then she got ahold of herself and shook her head. “No… not even that idiot would do something so insane…”

      “He WOULD and he DID! You have to – ”

      “No! No, I shall not listen to your lies!” she screamed, and covered her ears with her hands. “You’re a liar – this is witchcraft, black magic – I shall not listen, I shall not – ”

      Fuck this. It was pointless.

      “Wylla, fly out in the streets and start telling people to get out of the city!” I yelled.

      The tiny glowing spark through a window.

      I left the Duchess screaming her denials, zoomed out over the city of Vos, and brought up a video screen. In the streets I could see thousands of people nervously looking around as the ground shook beneath them.

      Could I talk to them directly?

      It worked with the Duchess. Might as well try.

      “People of Vos!” I yelled.

      Every single person in the streets looked around in terror.

      “There is a Rogue Dungeon that has been planted deep in the ground by the Church of Eternity! It’s going to destroy the city in the next few minutes! You HAVE to run to safety, NOW!”

      The NPCs reacted in various ways. Some stood there in shock; others screamed; but the majority began to race across the cobblestone streets, making for the nearest city gate.

      “I SAID MOVE!” I roared, and the shell-shocked laggards began to finally scurry away.

      “To any players out there,” I yelled, “PLEASE try to help the people of Vos out of the city! I know they’re NPCs, but consider this an unofficial humanitarian quest! And get the hell out of the city as soon as you can, otherwise you’re going to get sent for a respawn in the worst possible way!”

      The streets had been transformed into pandemonium. Hundreds of people were running now, clutching their children to their chests and rushing en masse for the city gates.

      Dozens of players were lending a hand, helping the women and children get to safety.

      Good.

      That was all I could do.

      Now I had other shit to deal with.

      I looked back to Quint’s video feed to see what had happened –

      Fuuuuuck.

      The Dungeon Guild was getting torn apart.

      Literally.

      Half of them were dead on the ground, their corpses being desecrated by the xenomorphs and Yog-Sothoths.

      The other half of the Guild were still fighting, but from the frantic looks on their twitching faces, they were on the verge of losing their minds.

      Not Quint.

      He looked like he was actually enjoying it.

      “To hell with you slatterns and whores!” he roared as he hacked his way through monster after monster. “I’ll gut you all! I’ll have your heads on pikes before the day is through! I’ll find your master, shatter his crystal hide, fuck your dead bodies with his corpse, then kill your unborn children just for the hell of it! HAHAHAHAHA – ”

      Shit.

      The guy was fucking scarier than anything he was facing down.

      He was madness personified, the perfect match for the horrors he faced.

      Unfortunately for Quint, what finally got him wasn’t the things he could see.

      It was the thing that he couldn’t.

      As he was hacking through the monsters, the floor collapsed beneath him into a 45-degree ramp. Quint lost his footing, fell onto his back, and slid down –

      Straight into the chomping maw of a nightmare.

      It was like the Devil took a giant black sea anemone, put a Great White’s mouth in the middle, and added in some tentacles with screeching black heads on them for good measure.

      The Grand Inquisitor screamed as his feet entered the monster’s mouth, then screamed some more as its fangs pierced his armor like knives through aluminum foil.

      Quint met his end like his namesake in JAWS: sliding into the mouth of the Beast as it devoured him inch by inch.

      He kicked and he flailed and he hacked with his sword, but none of it was enough to forestall his doom.

      In the end he went pale and stopped screaming. Then he stopped moving. Finally the rest of his body tumbled into the abomination’s mouth and disappeared into its gullet.

      Thus ended the reign of the great Grand Inquisitor, slain by one of the rogue dungeons he had hunted all his life.

      And if I didn’t hurry the fuck up, that same fate was awaiting me, Alaria, Deek, Stig, and Fugly.

      I had to get us all the fuck out of here quick before –

      Suddenly I was wracked with horrific pain.

      “AAAAAAH!” I screamed.

      I was terrified that the Rogue Dungeon had gotten to me.

      Worse, that it had gotten to Alaria.

      I tried zooming out to see what had happened, but another jolt of pain seized my entire body like I was being electrocuted.

      There was a flash of light, and suddenly I hit the floor with a THUD.

      I stared up at the Sistine Chapel ceiling and realized I was back in my own body in Deek’s throne room. The purple dungeon core stood next to me on its pedestal, and Alaria’s tiny crystal leaned up against it.

      In my stats menu bar, I saw that my hit points were at 75%.

      That explains it.

      Something must have attacked my real body and pulled me out of the dungeon core controls.

      I looked around in a panic, expecting to see the walls of the throne room torn apart and spilling out the afterbirth of nightmares.

      I was relieved to find the walls intact, with no gangrenous xenomorphs or Nyarlathoteps to be seen.

      It wasn’t the Rogue Dungeon that had torn me away from the dungeon controls, although what had wasn’t much better.

      I found myself staring up into the faces of the three bounty hunters: Zoran, Sketterex, and Cirra.

      Well, SHIT.

      Here we go again.
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      Though the bounty hunters themselves didn’t look that much the worse for wear, their time in the dungeon had reduced their clothes to tatters.

      Unfortunately, I could see a lot more of the undead shaman’s bony bod than I could of the hot female Air Mage’s – but now really wasn’t the time to dwell on that.

      “Where the hell did you come from?!” I yelped as I stumbled to my feet.

      Zoran smiled. “Imagine our surprise, after nearly 12 hours of fighting our way through this damned dungeon, when all the creatures suddenly left, and we could suddenly travel unimpeded.”

      Oh shit.

      I remembered Deek’s words:

      ANOTHER REASON I LIKE TO SPACE EVERYBODY OUT IS SO YOU DON’T GO LEAVIN’ UNPROTECTED GAPS WHERE SOMEBODY CAN SLIP THROUGH TEN FLOORS WITHOUT DOIN’ SHIT.

      I’d left the henhouse unguarded, and now here were the foxes.

      Stig and Fugly tensed behind me, but I gestured at them to wait.

      Then I turned back to the bounty hunters and tried to reason with them. “Look, I know you want to take me back to Varkus – ”

      “Actually,” Sketterex the shaman seethed, “I want to kill you. Repeatedly.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re gonna have to take a number and get in line. We’re about to get mowed under by a Rogue Dungeon, so we need to – ”

      “This Rogue Dungeon?” Zoran asked, pointing as he strolled towards the purple crystal behind me.

      I was very aware that Deek was currently AWOL – and that he only had 50,000 Health. A few blue-energy punches from Zoran and Deek would be reduced to dust.

      I stepped between the Monk and the dungeon core.

      “No. He’s not the problem, so leave him alone. You want me, not – ”

      “‘Him’? You refer to this thing as ‘him’?” Zoran asked in amusement. “That implies some kind of personal connection.”

      “Perhaps they’re lovers,” Cirra smirked.

      Bitch.

      “Look, I’m not lying to you,” I said in a panic. “We need to work together!”

      “Together?” the Monk said in disbelief, then laughed. “The only thing we will be doing ‘together’ is traveling back to Varkus… after we’ve killed you several hundred times.”

      “Look, there’s no time to – ”

      “Who’s this?” Sketterex said lasciviously as he walked over to Alaria’s unmoving body.

      “Leave her alone,” I snarled.

      “Oooh – maybe that’s his lover,” Cirra cooed.

      “Is that so?” The shaman knelt down beside Alaria. “I wonder how such a skinny pup got such a voluptuous morsel.”

      “I SAID LEAVE HER ALONE!”

      Sketterex smirked at me and reached out one bony hand for Alaria’s breasts. “Stupid boy – you’re in no position to tell me what to – ”

      “FUCK YOU!” I roared as I cast Terrify.

      The shaman’s empty eye sockets widened, and he looked like he was about to shit what was left of his pants. He stumbled backwards and turned to flee –

      But Zoran grabbed him by the neck and held him fast.

      “Let go!” Sketterex begged the Monk.

      “It’s merely a spell, brother,” Zoran said calmly as he stared me in the eyes. “It will pass.”

      “Trust me, it will,” Cirra said, then scowled at me. “I know from experience.”

      “Please,” the shaman whimpered, “I have to run away!”

      “No,” Zoran said soothingly, “we’re going to stay right here until it wears off… and then you can have your revenge.”

      Shit.

      I looked back and forth between Alaria’s body and Deek’s crystal.

      I couldn’t protect both of them at the same time. Hell, I couldn’t even protect myself.

      I had to get the bounty hunters out of here, now. Maybe then Deek might have a chance to save Alaria before the Rogue Dungeon showed up.

      I stepped towards Zoran and held out my hands like I wanted to be handcuffed. “I give up. Let’s go. NOW.”

      Zoran smiled quizzically. “I don’t understand. Just seconds ago you were telling me we had to ‘work together.’”

      “Well, you’re obviously not prepared to do that, so LET’S GO.”

      Sketterex had simmered down over the last few seconds, and then stopped struggling altogether. “Let me be, Zoran.”

      “Are you in your right mind?”

      “I am,” the shaman seethed as his two red, glowing pupils bore down on me. “And I am going to make him pay for that.”

      I could see this wasn’t going to go the way I wanted.

      “Ah, fuck it,” I snarled as I cast Soul Suck right in Zoran’s smirking face. “FUGLY, EAT THE DEAD GUY! STIG, SMACK THAT BITCH UP!”

      Things quickly devolved into a shitshow.

      Stig teleported over in front of Cirra and smacked her, alright. Just with a fireball to the face.

      She screamed and blasted him away with a 100 mph wind blast, but he teleported behind her and set her hair on fire.

      Sketterex started to cast one of his hoodoo-voodoo things, but Fugly was faster.

      Hhhhhawwwk!

      P-TOOIE!

      A big, juicy, green blob went right in the shaman’s left eye socket and started to sizzle like water on a hot skillet.

      “AAAAAAAH!” the dead guy screeched as he tried to dig it out.

      It’s kind of disturbing watching somebody stick their fingers in their own eye socket, even if they are a skeleton.

      I didn’t have much time to watch, though, because Zoran slammed his glowing blue, open palm into my chest and sent me tumbling backwards onto the ground.

      I tried to scramble to my feet, but a roundhouse kick sent me thudding back against the solid marble pedestal that Deek’s crystal stood on.

      OW.

      Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow –

      Zoran stood over me, and his hand glowed a bright, crackling blue. “Prepare to die your first of many deaths, warlock.”

      He reared up his hand to punch straight down into my head –

      CRACK!

      The tip of a flaming whip snapped right into his eye, turning the socket into a fiery hole.

      “AAAAAAH!”

      As Zoran staggered backwards, a woman’s voice said loudly, “Over my dead body, asshole.”

      I gasped in surprise.

      NO –

      Was it – ?!

      I swung my head around to see.

      There stood Alaria, fiery whip in hand.

      “Actually,” she said to Zoran, “I was sort of dead for a while, so… I guess it’s ‘over my live body.’”

      “ALARIA!” I cried out as I stumbled to my feet.

      “Hey, babe,” she grinned.

      I ran for her and swept her into my arms. She laughed as I twirled her around and kissed her hard.

      Two seconds later, though, our feet flew out from under us as a blue shockwave blasted through the floor.

      We found ourselves on our backs looking up at the half-ruined face of Zoran.

      “Maybe we oughta kill them first, then celebrate,” Alaria suggested.

      “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea,” I muttered as I scrambled to my feet.

      Zoran snarled, “You think one mere succubus will turn the tide of this fight?”

      “If not one, how about two?” another familiar voice chimed in, just as a fireball smashed into Zoran’s silver locks.

      The Monk howled in fury and turned around to see Soraiya standing in an alcove.

      “And why not a couple of incubi while we’re at it?” The plum-colored succubus grinned, then called coquettishly, “Oh, boyyyysss!”

      The two big red dudes from earlier emerged behind her from the same alcove, and fwoosh! each summoned a flaming pitchfork.

      And then the most intimidating voice of all spoke up.

      “OH, Y’ALL IN FOR A WORLD OF HURT NOW, MOTHERFUCKERS.”

      “Deek!” I cried out joyfully.

      “THAT’S RIGHT BITCHES, I’M BACK. AND I’M ABOUT TO – ”

      That’s when all hell broke loose.

      The far wall of the throne room split open, and out came the imaginings of a diseased mind: gangrenous xenomorphs, horrific tentacled things, ch-Ch-CH-CH-ing carpets of black insects.

      The Rogue Dungeon was finally here.

      And along with its hellish foot soldiers, a ghastly voice floated up out of the darkness:

      “hUmAAANNNSssss… dUngEOn coRRRRRe…”

      Zoran, Sketterex, and Cirra stared in shell-shocked silence.

      Deek wasn’t quite so reserved.

      “OH SHIT, WE FUCKED!”

      Stig began to tremble. “Uh oh…”

      Fugly covered his head with his tiny clawed hands and half-grunted, half-whimpered. “muh…”

      Soraiya cried out and stumbled backwards into the incubi, who looked like they were about to shit their leather pants.

      Alaria just muttered, “Fuck me with a crossbow,” as she stared at the approaching hordes.

      Zoran finally recovered – and he apparently wasn’t about to back down from a fight. “Cirra, blast those abominations!”

      The Air Mage sent hurricane-level gusts through the hall. They blew back everything – the carpet of insects, the tentacle monsters, even the H.R. Giger monstrosities.

      For a second I thought Cirra might just be our salvation.

      What she failed to see were the three rotting xenomorphs that scampered along the walls of the hall, using the statuary as toe-holds for their claws. Then, when they got far enough back, they leapt off into the wind.

      The gusts carried them right towards Cirra.

      “Look out!” I shouted too late.

      Two of the three monsters missed her and went sailing past.

      The third didn’t.

      The Air Mage screamed – and then stopped screaming as her head toppled from her neck and her body collapsed to the floor.

      The winds died away, and the monsters advanced.

      “Sketterex!” Zoran yelled.

      The shaman began to summon his ghost snakes and spirit hands –

      Until a tentacle snagged him and pulled him screaming into a dagger-toothed mouth.

      Zoran, fool that he was, ran straight for the nearest monster, both his fists and feet glowing blue.

      He punched one and crushed its skull.

      He spun around and kicked the next, slamming it to the ground.

      But the next six pounced on him like Rottweilers fighting over a steak.

      All I heard after that were his screams and the sounds of rending flesh.

      Suddenly a stone wall blasted upwards from the floor, sealing us off from all the monsters on the other side of the throne room.

      Of course, they immediately began slamming themselves against the wall, causing it to fracture and spill bits of dust.

      Soraiya and the incubi backed away from the wall as it began to crack and buckle.

      “Did you do that?” I asked Deek.

      “‘COURSE I DID THAT!” he shrieked. “WHO THE FUCK ELSE WOULD DO IT?! NOW GET ME THE FUCK OUTTA HERE, MEATBAG!”

      I took a bag off my belt and was about to slide it over him the exact same way I’d carried Alaria’s body –

      “WHAT THE FUCK YOU DOIN’?!”

      “Getting you out of here!”

      “DON’T PUT ME IN THAT FUCKIN’ THING!”

      “Time’s different in there – it’ll feel like, two seconds max – ”

      “I DON’T GIVE A SHIT! DON’T PUT ME IN THERE!”

      “Why not?!”

      “I GOTS TO MONITOR THE SITUATION, FOOL!”

      “Then how am I supposed to carry you?!”

      “HOW YOU THINK?! PICK ME THE FUCK UP, BITCH!”

      Between the ‘fools’ and ‘bitches’ he kept shouting at me, Deek didn’t know how perilously close he was to getting thrown to the Rogue Dungeon.

      But he’d gotten Alaria back in her body, and that was all that mattered.

      Speaking of which, I grabbed Alaria’s crystal and threw it in the bag. Who knew – it might come in handy later.

      I grabbed the purple crystal around the middle and heaved. I was pleasantly surprised to find I could lift him – but that was about all I was going to be doing with him.

      “What now?”

      “RUN!”

      “You’re too heavy!”

      “ALARIA – FLY US THE FUCK OUTTA HERE, HONEY!”

      “Where?!” she yelled.

      “BEHIND YOU!”

      The wall of ornate statuary behind Deek crumbled into dust, and a tunnel wide enough for a train appeared.

      The monsters kept throwing themselves against the wall, and the cracks were growing bigger by the second. Whole chunks of stone fell off and shattered on the floor.

      “LET’S GO, BITCHES!”

      Alaria grabbed me around my waist.

      I looked over at the wall to my right – the one that housed tens of millions in gold behind it.

      “But the money – ” I said mournfully.

      “AIN’T NO TIME, MOTHAFUCKA, AIN’T NO TIME! FLY, BABY, FLY!”

      “Wait! Stig, get over here!” I yelled.

      My imp scampered over frantically.

      “Grab on to my belt and don’t let go!”

      He didn’t need to be told twice.

      “Fugly – ”

      The gargoyle was already airborne and headed for the tunnel.

      And then the wall came tumbling down.

      Except this time it wasn’t just the xenomorphs and insects that came through.

      It was an honest-to-god, slimy-skinned version of Cthulhu.

      The octopus monster’s head was bigger than a Mack truck, and it peeked through the gap in the wall as its face tentacles writhed obscenely over the stones.

      “dUngEOn coRRRRRe…” it rumbled as it stuck one redwood-sized arm through the broken wall and stretched its webbed fingers towards us.

      “FOR FUCK’S SAKE, GO!” Deek hollered.

      Alaria took off.

      We just barely kept ahead of the screeching horde of monsters and their hellish god.

      I heard the sound of giant bat wings. Seconds later, Soraiya pulled up beside us as we soared through the tunnel.

      “What about the incubi?!” I yelled at her.

      “I hope they can run fast,” she yelled back.

      I looked over my shoulder to see the two demons far behind us, just barely beyond the reach of the Cthulhu’s hands.

      “Deek, you gotta save the incubi!” I yelled.

      “OH SHIT, FORGOT ABOUT THEM…”

      The stone walls crumbled, and two smaller holes appeared in the side of the tunnel. The incubi dove inside and the holes immediately sealed up behind them. Two xenomorphs bashed their heads into the rock wall trying to get through, but the incubi were safe.

      “YO, LISTEN UP!” Deek’s voice reverberated throughout the entire dungeon. “SOME BAD SHIT GONE DOWN, AND YOU FOLKS NEED TO EVACUATE! THIS AIN’T NO DRILL, SO GET THE FUCK OUT! YOU DON’T HAVE TO GO HOME, BUT YOU CAN’T STAY HERE!”

      He paused, and then his voice returned to its normal loudness instead of foghorn levels. “OKAY, THEY LEAVIN’.”

      “Who?”

      “ALL MY PEEPS! AT LEAST, THE ONES WHO’RE STILL ALIVE.”

      “How do you know?”

      “TAKE A LOOK, MOTHAFUCKA!”

      Suddenly there was a flash of light, and I was back in GodMode. (I was holding the big purple crystal in my arms, after all.)

      I could see what remained of Deek’s dungeon. Hundreds of tiny escape routes had opened up from the underground floors and jutted upwards at an angle. Thousands upon thousands of small dots were running up the ramps to the surface, escaping the chaos behind them.

      And it was chaos. Churning, pulsing, cancerous bedlam. The Rogue Dungeon had nearly devoured all four quadrants – and had started to break through to the city above.

      A couple of video windows were still open, and I watched them in horrified fascination.

      One was of the Duchess. She stood on a balcony overlooking the deserted city, a look of panic on her face. She watched as the streets began to cave in, buckling and falling into the earth. A massive chasm ripped through the center of the castle, heading straight for her. She closed her eyes and hugged herself tight as the tower collapsed, taking her with it.

      The video window went dark.

      My heart ached for her. No matter how bitchy she acted sometimes, no matter how much she stuck her head in the sand at the very end, I had seen a kinder, sweeter side of her. She hadn’t deserved to go out like that.

      Someone else did, though – but he was getting away.

      Another video window showed Urik on horseback galloping through the city gates.

      His face was terrified as the city streets caved in behind him –

      But his horse made it over the bridge and onto the main road.

      “YES!” Urik crowed. “The gods have smiled upon me once again!”

      Fucking asshole.

      The architect of all this misery was getting away. A city destroyed, who knew how many people dead, all because he’d wanted to control a fucking dungeon.

      Power and money, just like Deek had said.

      Fuck whatever ‘gods’ had helped him, and fuck whatever game designer had decided to go all George R.R. Martin and let the bad guys escape –

      Suddenly a gigantic crack appeared in the road.

      The horse reared up in the air and bucked Urik off its back.

      The dwarf slammed into the ground and lay there, stunned, as the horse ran off.

      “Ugh,” Urik groaned.

      And then his eyes grew wide as he heard it:

      ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch… ch-ch-ch-Ch-CH-CH-ch…

      He sat up in a panic.

      Out of the gap in the road appeared a dozen hands, which grasped at the edge of the chasm.

      Urik watched in terror as human bodies crawled up onto the ground.

      They were his own men: paladins of the Church of Eternity.

      Except their bodies ended beneath the waist, their faces were distorted, and grotesque bumps scurried beneath their flesh.

      “hUmAAANNN…” they called as they crawled towards him. “hUmAAANNN…”

      “NO!” Urik screamed, and tried to get to his feet to run away. “No, leave me ALONE!”

      I expected all the paladins to rear up on tentacles like the priest had – but something even worse happened.

      Giant, dagger-like spider legs ripped through the palms of their hands and ribs.

      And like five-foot-tall black widows wearing human corpses as disguises, the bodies scuttled over to Urik and pierced him with the tips of their black legs.

      “hUmAAANNN…” they leered as they dragged him back into the chasm.

      “NOOOO!” Urik screamed. “I beseech the gods, save me! PLEASE SAVE ME!”

      But no gods came, and no one was saved.

      The spider-corpses disappeared down into the pit, taking Urik along with them.

      Then that video feed went dark as well.

      Well.

      I took back everything bad I’d said about the game designers. Occasionally the bad guys did get their just desserts.

      I zoomed out to see how everyone else from Vos was faring.

      The rest of the city’s population had all escaped into the forest, apparently beyond the dungeon core’s reach. They watched in terror as thousands of creatures – centaurs, harpies, hobgoblins, and more – burst out of holes in the ground and either flew off into the air or ran deeper into the forest.

      And then they watched as their home crumbled into a giant pit in the ground.

      The city of Vos was no more… but at least its citizens were still alive.

      Suddenly there was a flash of light and I was back in my body. I was still holding the purple crystal in my arms, Alaria was speeding us through the sky, and Stig was hanging on for dear life to my belt.

      “We made it out!” I shouted, overjoyed.

      Alaria sounded amused. “We made it out 20 seconds ago. Where the hell have you been?”

      “I GAVE HIM A PEEK AT THE BIG PICTURE,” Deek said. “BLEW HIS FUCKIN’ MIND.”

      I checked around me.

      There was Fugly flapping ten feet away.

      Soraiya was a bit farther out, but still kept pace with us –

      And there was a tiny golden blur zipping through the air as well.

      “Good job, Wylla!” I called out.

      “Thank you, Big Thing!” she said happily.

      I looked down at the devastation far below. The city of Vos was now a crater in the ground, with slimy black tentacles jutting into the sky and evil-looking shapes crawling over the ruins.

      “What’s going to happen to the Rogue Dungeon?” I asked Deek.

      “OH, THE GUILD’S GONNA COME AFTER THAT MOTHERFUCKER WITH ALL THEY GUNS BLAZIN’. THEY GONNA GO IN, TAKE NAMES, AND KICK ASS. A THOUSAND MEN’RE GONNA DIE TO AVENGE THE ONES THEY ALREADY LOST, BUT THEY DON’T CARE – JUST AS LONG AS THEY SHUT THAT MOTHERFUCKER DOWN.”

      “Yeah, but isn’t that for the best?” I asked, looking down at the giant sinkhole and the monstrosities sprouting out of it like weeds. “I mean, that thing was fucking evil.”

      “YEAH, BUT YOU KNOW THEY’LL BE BLAMIN’ THIS SHIT ON ME NOW, EVEN THOUGH IT WAS THAT GOD DAMN MIDGET STARTED IT ALL,” Deek griped. “FUCKIN’ MEATBAGS… ALWAYS FUCKIN’ SHIT UP AND BLAMIN’ IT ON THE DUNGEON CORE…”
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      We travelled for hours, alternating flying and riding in shifts. Alaria would carry me as I carried Deek, and then we would all ride Balrog while she rested.

      Soraiya and Fugly didn’t have a horse to ride during the downtimes, but since they weren’t lugging around an 80-pound crystal, they could easily catch up with us.

      Deek still refused to be put in one of my sacks – “I DON’T KNOW WHAT THE FUCK YOU GOT IN THERE, MEATBAG” – but Stig was more than happy to get back inside with his arms dangling over the edge. It beat hanging on by his fingertips as we soared hundreds of feet over the ground.

      We finally came to an uninhabited stretch of land along the coast, with rocky cliffs overlooking the crashing waves 500 feet below.

      “Here?” Alaria asked.

      “HERE,” Deek agreed.

      She placed him on the stony ground, and suddenly it began to shift and melt around him. Within seconds he had a new pedestal and was comfortably ensconced within it.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “START OVER. NOBODY KNOWS I’M HERE – MAYBE IF I WORK IT RIGHT, NOBODY EVER WILL. AT LEAST I’LL HAVE A COUPLE OF YEARS WITHOUT MEATBAGS TRYIN’ TO BUST DOWN MY DOORS, LOOKIN’ FOR GOLD.”

      “What about all your creatures?”

      “YOU FORGET, I CAN RESURRECT THE ONES THAT DIED. ONCE I GET SITUATED, I’LL BRING ‘EM BACK TO LIFE… MAYBE SEND SOME SCOUTS OUT TO FIND THE OTHERS, SEE IF THEY WANNA COME LIVE OUT HERE. IN PEACE, FOR ONCE.” He paused, then said, “I OWE YOU TWO A HELLUVA LOT. I THOUGHT WHEN YOU SHOWED UP ON MY DOORSTEP THAT I WAS THE ONE HELPING YOU TWO – BUT IF YOU HADN’T COME ALONG WHEN YOU DID, THAT HOLY ROLLER MIDGET MOTHERFUCKER MIGHTA STILL USED THAT ROGUE DUNGEON CORE, AND I’D BE UP SHIT CREEK RIGHT ABOUT NOW. SO IF THERE’S ANYTHING I CAN EVER DO FOR YOU, JUST SAY THE WORD.”

      “You got me back in my body,” Alaria said. “That was enough.”

      “I DON’T KNOW IF THAT WAS REALLY A FAVOR…”

      “Ha ha,” Alaria said, not laughing but still smiling.

      “Can you give me 13,000 gold?” I asked.

      “NAW, MAN, SORRY. LIKE I SAID, GOLD ‘N SILVER’S TWO OF THE THINGS I CAN’T CREATE. I’D MINE SOME FOR YA, BUT THERE AIN’T NONE WITHIN A HUNDRED MILES OF HERE.”

      “You can tell that?”

      “YEAH, I CAN SORT OF ‘READ’ THE GROUND. AND – WAIT A SECOND – WASN’T IT 30,000?”

      “Um…”

      “WHAAAA? YOU WAS TRYIN’ TO PLAY ME, MOTHAFUCKA!”

      “Game respect game?” I asked hopefully.

      “WHATEVER. I GUESS I’LL LET IT SLIDE, SEEIN’ AS YOU GOT ME MY NEW DIGS HERE.”

      Soraiya spoke up. “It looks like all’s well that ends well, so I’m going to be moving on.”

      “AW, YOU SURE? I COULD CREATE A WHOLE FLOOR IN MY NEW DUNGEON JUST FOR YOU, BABY.”

      Soraiya smiled. “Thanks, but I’m finally free, and I want to go see the world. Although maybe I’ll drop by some day to visit your incubi.”

      “COME ON BY ANY TIME – I’LL ALWAYS HAVE A ROOM YOU CAN FUCK YOUR BRAINS OUT IN.”

      She laughed, then turned to me and Alaria. “Well… I guess this is it.”

      “Thank you, Soraiya,” Alaria said gratefully.

      “You’re welcome.” The plum-colored succubus squinted at me. “Thanks for freeing me, warlock – even if the circumstances weren’t exactly what I wanted.”

      “Sorry for… everything that happened,” I muttered. I’d been trying to forget my vicious behavior towards her back at Orlo’s compound, but I didn’t really have that option at the moment.

      “It all turned out in the end.” Soraiya waved at Stig and Fugly – “Stay in trouble, you two” – and then started towards the cliff.

      “Soraiya,” I called out.

      She turned back to me. “What?”

      “I have to know… why’d you stay? Why’d you come with us?”

      “I told you, I said I’d make sure Alaria got back in her body.”

      “But… you were free. You didn’t have to follow through on that. So… why did you?”

      She looked at me a long time before answering.

      “Every master I’ve ever had was horrible to me. They were all evil fucking bastards, and you were acting just like them. Yes, I know you thought I’d killed Alaria, but you wouldn’t listen to the truth. Whatever you thought I did was an excuse to be a vicious dick, just like all the rest of them. And then… you stopped. You let me go. None of my other masters had even considered doing that, ever. And so I figured helping you out was the least I could do.”

      A weight lifted off my shoulders, and I finally felt at peace.

      Alaria had been right. It was better to embrace the light than the dark, no matter how inconvenient or messy or difficult it was.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome. But next time,” she added with a mischievous smile, “all bets are off.”

      And with that, Soraiya dove off the cliff into the air, and swooped down over the sea.

      Fugly scampered to the edge of the cliff to watch her go, and something caught his eye: a school of flying fish sailing over the water.

      “eh!” he grunted, then dove off the cliff. He began chasing the school, snapping at them as they flitted above the waves.

      “HEY!” I yelled at him. “COME BACK!”

      He ignored me and got farther and farther away as he gobbled down the terrified fish.

      “Shit,” I grumbled.

      Making nice with Soraiya had been cool and all, but there was definitely a downside to freeing your demons.

      Alaria put an arm over my shoulder and watched Fugly recede into a little pinpoint on the horizon. “Oh, darn. We lost the repulsive, snot-spitting, flying rat.”

      I glowered at her. “He was pretty damn useful!”

      “He was a gargoyle,” she said, as though that outweighed all other considerations.

      I sighed and watched the little dot disappear. “Do you think he’s coming back?”

      “I hope not,” Stig grumbled.

      “You don’t like him either?” I asked in shock.

      “He’s a gargoyle, boss,” Stig said distastefully.

      I was about to say something else when Deek interrupted.

      “WHAT Y’ALL GONNA DO NOW?”

      “Yes, what we gonna do, Mistress?” a breathy little voice asked from above.

      “Oh, Goddess,” Alaria groaned. “I thought I’d gotten rid of you.”

      “No, Mistress, I is gonna stay with you forever and ever!”

      “I’m not a dungeon core anymore,” Alaria pointed out.

      “I… uh… maybe I not gonna stay with you forever, then…”

      “THAS ALL RIGHT, SWEETNESS – YOU CAN STAY WITH ME AS LONG AS YOU LIKE,” Deek offered.

      “Thank you, Big Dungeon Core!”

      “Speaking of dungeon cores…” I pulled Alaria’s old crystal out of my bag. “What should I do with this?”

      “I DUNNO – KEEP IT. MIGHT COME IN HANDY SOME DAY.”

      “Can we still access its powers?”

      “SHOULD BE ABLE TO. IT WAS ALARIA AT ONE POINT, AFTER ALL – AND YOU WORKED THE SPELLS, SO YOU KNOW HOW TO DO IT.”

      Huh… that could be interesting…

      “JUST DO ME A FAVOR AND DON’T GO SELLIN’ IT. DON’T WANT NO MORE HOLY ROLLER ASSHOLES WINDIN’ UP WITH DUNGEON CORES AND DOIN’ BAD SHIT WITH ‘EM.”

      “You got it,” I said as I put the crystal back in my bag.

      That was one promise I could make and never go back on, even if they offered me a million gold.

      I turned to Alaria. “Well… should we be on our way?”

      She touched the tip of her nose to mine and smiled. “After all that time as a robot and a crystal, I was looking forward to getting… ‘reacquainted.’”

      “Wha– oh. YES. That’s an excellent idea,” I said, then looked at Deek. “Um, any chance we could trouble you for a place to stay tonight?”

      “WHAT, SO YOU CAN FUCK?”

      I blushed. “Uh – ”

      “Yes,” Alaria said decisively.

      “HAHAHA… SAME OLD ALARIA.”

      “Great,” Stig griped. “Now it’s gonna be – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – all night long.”

      “DON’T WORRY, LITTLE MAN, I GOTCHA COVERED. I’LL BUILD A WHOLE WING JUST FOR YOU, WITH ALL THE WINE YOU CAN DRINK.”

      “Ohhhhh,” Stig said, suddenly on board with staying the night.

      “You can make wine, but you can’t make gold?” I asked distrustfully.

      “IT AIN’T THE SAME DAMN THING!”

      “If you don’t want to give me the money, just say so.”

      “I TOLD YOU, I GOTS TO MINE IT ‘N SHIT, AND I AIN’T DONE THAT FOR CENTURIES, SINCE ALL YOU DAMN MEATBAGS CAME AROUND AND DUMPED IN MY LAP WHEN YOU DIED, AND THERE AIN’T NO GOLD OR SILVER AROUND HERE FOR MILES ‘N MILES ‘N – ”

      “Okay, okay, forget I asked.”

      “SHEE-IIIIT,” Deek grumbled, then muttered to himself, “MEATBAG QUESTIONIN’ MY INTEGRITY… NOW THAT’S SOME FUCKED-UP, IRONIC SHIT – ”

      “Can we just skip ahead to the part where you create the room where we fuck?” Alaria interrupted.

      “FINE. LET’S GET THIS PARTY STARTED.”

      The rock under Deek seemed to melt, and the dungeon core disappeared beneath the surface of the cliffs.

      Suddenly the ground to our right crumbled, leaving behind a flight of beautiful, polished stone steps.

      I took Alaria’s hand. “Shall we?”

      We descended the staircase into an unbelievably gorgeous ball room underground. Seriously, it looked like something out of 19th-century Tsarist Russia – just carved out of polished volcanic rock and lit by windows carved into the sides of the cliff.

      Deek had finally gotten that ocean view he’d been dreaming about.

      In the corner of the room, the purple crystal glowed on his pedestal.

      “ALARIA AND MEATBAG, YOU GUYS ARE OVER TO THE RIGHT. IMP-MAN, YOU WITH ME TO THE LEFT.”

      Stig raced towards a banquet hall with a table stocked with dozens of bottles of wine.

      Alaria and I walked down an ornate hallway into a beautiful room with a four-poster bed and a soft, plush mattress with silk sheets.

      In the wall opposite us, a window looked out over the ocean, and we could hear the crashing waves hundreds of feet below.

      We could hear Deek’s voice rumbling through the walls, although he was apparently still back in the ballroom. “THIS IS JUST TEMPORARY, BUT I FIGURE IT’S GOOD ENOUGH FOR Y’ALL TO GET YOUR FREAK ON.”

      “Thanks, Deek,” Alaria said.

      “YOU’RE WELCOME, BABY.”

      “And no peeking, alright?” I spoke up.

      “SHEEEE-IIIIIT – DID YOU FORGET WHAT I TOLD YOU ABOUT IT BEIN’ MORE INTERESTIN’ WATCHIN’ PAINT DRY, MEATBAG? I AIN’T WATCHIN’ YOU PLUG UP HER HOLES. THAT SHIT’S NASTY. I’MMA GONNA GO HANG OUT WITH THE IMP AND GET FUCKED UP.”

      “You can get drunk?”

      “NAW, MAN – BUT I’M HIGH ON LIFE RIGHT ABOUT NOW!”

      The last we heard of him was his echoing laughter fading into the distance.

      I looked at Alaria, and she looked at me.

      Without another word, we began to kiss.
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      It was slow, sensual lovemaking. I traced every curve of her body with my fingertips, kissed every inch, and took my time savoring the feel of her soft, luscious skin.

      She did the same to me, heightening my desire with every gentle touch, taking the time to caress my back, my arms, my neck, my legs, my face.

      When we finally did move on to sex, we took turns pleasuring each other. I kissed the delicate lips between her thighs, and gently licked her to her first orgasm. When it was her turn, she slowly enveloped me with her mouth, and brought me to the brink – though I stopped her before I could come. I wanted to be inside her when I did.

      We kissed long and deep as I eased inside her. I came almost immediately, but being with her – the real her – was so erotic and pleasurable that I never lost my erection. I just kept on going, hard as ever.

      Her orgasms were quiet and gradual at first, but built in intensity with each new one until it was like they overlapped – one subsiding as another began. She became more passionate and wild, then got on top and rode me hard and fast, me cupping her breasts, both of us staring into each other’s eyes as she repeatedly cried out in ecstasy.

      Finally, I flipped her onto her back again and pulled her legs up against my chest so that I could plunge as deep inside her as possible. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and I felt her entire body quivering beneath me as she screamed my name over and over. Her cries tipped me over the edge, and I came deep inside her for the second time. My thrusts slowed and then stopped, and she sighed with deep contentment as we began to kiss again.

      Afterwards we lay in each other’s arms, caressing each other’s bodies and staring into each other’s eyes.

      “I missed touching you so much,” I murmured.

      “You touched me just the other day when I was still learning to be a dungeon core.”

      “I know, but… I think in the back of my head, I knew that you were creating it, so it didn’t feel as real. This feels real. This is you.”

      She smiled. “Well, I’m looking forward to you touching me everywhere over the next 24 hours.”

      “What do you want to do after that?”

      “Fuck some more.”

      I laughed. “I meant once we finally leave here. Do you know the next ex-master you want to go after?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      “Where is he? Or she?”

      “It’s a he. And he’s out there,” she said, pointing at the window.

      “Yeah, I know he’s out in the world, but – ”

      “No. He’s out there. In the ocean.”

      “On an island?”

      “Nope.”

      I stared at her. “Under the water?”

      “Yep.”

      “How is that even possible?!”

      “Magic,” she whispered playfully, and began to lightly kiss my face.

      My mind began to churn. There were multiple options in OtherWorld for breathing underwater, but which one would we use?

      “I guess there are spells we could buy – or maybe potions – fuck, I hope we don’t grow gills – ”

      “Shhh,” she whispered in my ear as her hand drifted below my waist. “Stop talking about it. My 24 hours aren’t up yet.”

      She was right. Wherever the next adventure took us, the details would be taken care of. All in good time.

      As she stroked me to full hardness, she opened her legs and pulled me on top of her.

      I smiled. “I love you.”

      She grinned. “So show me.”

      I showed her a lot, and exulted in hearing her cries of pleasure drowning out the crashing waves below.
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